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The production of this issue of the Mississippi Counseling Association Journal, the Journal of Counseling Research and Prac-
tice, has been an experience of opportunity, education, and newfound appreciation.  Both Andrew Jackson, Assistant Editor, 
and I jumped into this process feet first.  Although our collective previous experience was limited, we discovered enormous 
support and encouragement in our on-the-job training from some of our highly qualified friends and colleagues.  For their ge-
nerosity and well-wishing, we offer our gratitude here. 
 
First, the School of Education at Mississippi College whole heartedly welcomed the opportunity to host the Journal of Coun-
seling Research and Practice in the Psychology and Counseling Department.  Dr. Don Locke, the Dean of the School of Edu-
cation and current American Counseling Association President, has celebrated the inclusion of this journal in our department, 
already the current home to The Family Journal and the Journal of Addictions & Offender Counseling.   He reminds us that 
among counseling related education programs throughout the nation, our department boasts a rare achievement of serving as 
home to three journals.  He welcomed the opportunity to share a letter in this issue, and his exuberance has been especially 
appreciated. 
 
The two afore mentioned journals are edited by Dr. Stephen Southern.  Dr. Southern serves as the Chair of the Psychology 
and Counseling Department at Mississippi College, and his experience as an editor for two very well-known journals has 
helped us tremendously as he has provided example and guidance throughout our process.  Most significantly, he spear-
headed the advocacy for necessary financial resources and physical space provided by Mississippi College and the School of 
Education.  His support has made our efforts fruitful by guiding us in the management and logistics of editing a journal. 
 
Serving as the Editorial Assistant for both of Dr. Southern’s journals has been Bevelynne Thornton.  Both Andrew Jackson 
and I have repeatedly valued the proximity to somebody that has been there and already done it.  She has guided us on so 
many nuances of this editorial process ranging from warning us about the multiple printing versions of the Sixth Edition of 
the APA Publication Manual to consulting with us about documenting our steps throughout the editorial process to simply 
laughing with us when we realized a conundrum she has already learned to manage.  We probably owe her more than a sim-
ple acknowledgement; we need to discover her favorite cake and negotiate with Ms. Cynthia Broome, Department Secretary, 
a well-made version just for Bevelynne.  Thank you Bevelynne. 
 
Finally, the previous Senior Editor, Dr. Carl Sheperis, and many members of the Editorial Board that he assembled for the 
previous issue of this journal provided a relatively smooth transition.  Dr. Sheperis originally received the majority of the 
manuscripts that were considered for this issue, and he assisted us in getting started with an already initiated and well-
developed organization.   The time between receiving the manuscripts from Dr. Sheperis and submitting the final version of 
this issue to the printer was extremely short, and the Editorial Board members readily responded to our requests for expedited 
reviews.  Thank you Carl, and thanks to the Editorial Board.  Now we get to start from scratch on the next issue. 
 
Walter L. Frazier, PhD, LPC, NCC 
Senior Editor 
 
November 2011
Journal of Counseling Research and Practice    Volume 2   Number 1
Special Acknowledgements 
The production of this issue of the Mississippi Counseling Association Journal, the Journal of Counseling Research and Prac-
tice, has been an experience of opportunity, education, and newfound appreciation.  Both Andrew Jackson, Assistant Editor, 
and I jumped into this process feet first.  Although our collective previous experience was limited, we discovered enormous 
support and encouragement in our on-the-job training from some of our highly qualified friends and colleagues.  For their ge-
nerosity and well-wishing, we offer our gratitude here. 
 
First, the School of Education at Mississippi College whole heartedly welcomed the opportunity to host the Journal of Coun-
seling Research and Practice in the Psychology and Counseling Department.  Dr. Don Locke, the Dean of the School of Edu-
cation and current American Counseling Association President, has celebrated the inclusion of this journal in our department, 
already the current home to The Family Journal and the Journal of Addictions & Offender Counseling.   He reminds us that 
among counseling related education programs throughout the nation, our department boasts a rare achievement of serving as 
home to three journals.  He welcomed the opportunity to share a letter in this issue, and his exuberance has been especially 
appreciated. 
 
The two afore mentioned journals are edited by Dr. Stephen Southern.  Dr. Southern serves as the Chair of the Psychology 
and Counseling Department at Mississippi College, and his experience as an editor for two very well-known journals has 
helped us tremendously as he has provided example and guidance throughout our process.  Most significantly, he spear-
headed the advocacy for necessary financial resources and physical space provided by Mississippi College and the School of 
Education.  His support has made our efforts fruitful by guiding us in the management and logistics of editing a journal. 
 
Serving as the Editorial Assistant for both of Dr. Southern’s journals has been Bevelynne Thornton.  Both Andrew Jackson 
and I have repeatedly valued the proximity to somebody that has been there and already done it.  She has guided us on so 
many nuances of this editorial process ranging from warning us about the multiple printing versions of the Sixth Edition of 
the APA Publication Manual to consulting with us about documenting our steps throughout the editorial process to simply 
laughing with us when we realized a conundrum she has already learned to manage.  We probably owe her more than a sim-
ple acknowledgement; we need to discover her favorite cake and negotiate with Ms. Cynthia Broome, Department Secretary, 
a well-made version just for Bevelynne.  Thank you Bevelynne. 
 
Finally, the previous Senior Editor, Dr. Carl Sheperis, and many members of the Editorial Board that he assembled for the 
previous issue of this journal provided a relatively smooth transition.  Dr. Sheperis originally received the majority of the 
manuscripts that were considered for this issue, and he assisted us in getting started with an already initiated and well-
developed organization.   The time between receiving the manuscripts from Dr. Sheperis and submitting the final version of 
this issue to the printer was extremely short, and the Editorial Board members readily responded to our requests for expedited 
reviews.  Thank you Carl, and thanks to the Editorial Board.  Now we get to start from scratch on the next issue. 
 
Walter L. Frazier, PhD, LPC, NCC 
Senior Editor 
 
1November 2011
Journal of Counseling Research and Practice    Volume 2   Number 1
Article 
The Next Step in the Public  
Recognition/Acceptance  
of Professional Counselors 
Don W. Locke 
President, American Counseling Association 
Thanks for the opportunity to share with you a concept that I think will be one of the next steps in the development of our 
counseling profession. Over the past thirty years professional counselors have come to be recognized by the public and other 
helping professions as significant contributors within the mental health community.  National training standards have been 
developed and counselor training programs have and are seeking to meet those standards.  Mississippi now has training pro-
grams in institutions throughout the state that meet the rigorous requirements for accreditation by the Council for the Accre-
ditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP).  Mississippi, along with all fifty states, has license op-
portunities for professional counselors and LPCs are being employed in a wide variety of settings.  All counselors can also 
seek national certification through the National Board for Certified Counselors (NBCC).  Credentials for Mississippi school 
counselors are supported by legislation and routes exist other than teaching to enter the field.  
Public perception and acceptance of professional counselor has increased significantly with each additional level of credita-
bility that professional counselors have obtained.  As professional counselors have developed their skills through supervised 
clinical practice their ability to serve clients has also increased.  Mississippi could well be served even more efficiently in the 
future by individuals who have acquired additional advanced clinical skills. These skills could be achieved through the com-
pletion of a clinical doctorate.  Several professions (e.g. Nursing, Psychology, Pharmacy) have developed clinical or profes-
sional doctorates and several are offered at institutions in Mississippi. These doctoral or “terminal” degrees are not designed 
according to the traditional research based, dissertation upon completion of coursework format.  This type of doctorate is not 
designed for individuals planning a teaching career within the profession.  The degree is designed to meet the needs of the 
practitioner who is serving clients in a variety of settings as a professional counselor.   
Professional counselors with the LPC designation many times are perceived by the public as “mid level” helping profession-
als since they do not hold a doctorate.  The professional or clinical doctorate could be the next step in our profession to elimi-
nate this concept.  Hopefully you will be seeing this type of doctorate offered in the near future in Mississippi and throughout 
the country.  I believe that it is an idea that has a place in our profession and one that will provide a stronger and more expe-
rienced counselor for the public’s that we serve.    
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Pre-Practicum Students and  
Cognitive Complexity 
  
Shawn L. Spurgeon 
Marianne Woodside 
Tricia McClam 
Eric Heidel 
Michael Catalana 
University of Tennessee  
Eighteen students enrolled in a professional orientation and ethics course as part of a counseling training program 
participated in a study designed to assess the cognitive complexity of first semester master’s counseling students.  
We used the one-minute question and analyzed the results based on Bloom’s taxonomy for the cognitive domain.  
Results suggest a relationship between course content and level of cognitive development.  Implications for coun-
selor training and development are discussed.  
Keywords:  CACREP, counseling students, practicum, counseling training, Bloom’s taxonomy 
One of the basic premises for a counselor education program 
is the development of a strong counselor identity (Hansen, 
2003).  Brott & Myers (1999) argued that professional iden-
tity serves as the framework through which professional 
counselors reference their roles and decisions.  The Council 
on Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational 
Programs (CACREP) 2009 Standards highlight the impor-
tance of identity development and stress the need for profes-
sional counselors to have curricular experiences that set the 
framework for growth and development of this identity.  
Humanism serves as the value system through which coun-
selors develop a professional identity that guides their work 
(Hansen, 2000).  Researchers note the importance of cogni-
tive complexity in the identity development of professional 
counselors (Auxier, Hughes, & Kline, 2003; Brott & Myers; 
Granello, 2001; Owen & Lindley, 2010; Steward, Boat-
wright, Sauer, Baden, & Jackson, 1998). 
Cognitive Complexity 
Cognitive complexity describes the steps by which individu-
als move from a simplistic, concrete view of the world to a 
better understanding of their own values, affirmations, and 
commitments that influence the totality of their experiences 
(Perry, 1970).  Based on Perry’s (1970) research, Erwin 
(1983) identified four levels of cognitive development for 
counselors: dualism, relativism, commitment, and empathy.  
According to Erwin (1983), counselors move from seeking 
authority to help define issues in clear-cut, dichotomous 
terms to understanding the importance of life decisions in 
terms of their impact on other people.  The counseling litera-
ture supports the importance of cognitive complexity in 
counselor development (Birk & Mahalik, 1996; Granello, 
2000, 2010; Hansen, 2010; Lovell, 1999; Owen & Lindley, 
2010; Welfare & Borders, 2010).  
Birk and Mahalik (1996) noted that counselors-in-
training who displayed higher levels of cognitive complexity 
focused on their effectiveness and appeared less anxious 
than those who displayed lower levels of cognitive complex-
ity.  Spengler and Strohmer (1994) studied 119 doctoral lev-
el counseling psychologists and found that individual differ-
ences in cognitive complexity moderated the cognitive 
processes that create bias in the students’ clinical judgment. 
Borders (1989), Granello (2001), and Welfare and Borders 
(2010) concluded that higher levels of cognitive complexity 
related to clinicians’ ability to provide a more detailed and 
comprehensive clinical assessment of client characteristics.  
The challenge for counselor educators is to enhance the cog-
nitive development of counselors-in-training by providing 
learning opportunities designed to challenge critical thinking 
skills.  One such approach is the use of Bloom’s Taxonomy 
(Bloom, Engelhart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwol, 1956) in devel-
oping a curriculum to enhance identity development and and 
to increase cognitive complexity. 
 
Correspondence regarding this article should be addressed to 
Shawn Spurgeon, The Department of Educational Psycholo-
gy and Counseling, University of Tennessee at Knoxville, 
438 Claxton Complex, 1122 Volunteer Blvd., Knoxville, TN 
37966, or by email at sspurgeo@utk.edu. 
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Bloom’s Taxonomy 
Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom et. al., 1956) is a classification 
system designed to provide a concrete understanding of cog-
nitive operations by classifying cognitive functions from 
least to most complex.  According to Bloom, each level of 
cognitive function builds on the previous one as individuals 
become more complex in their thinking.  Granello (2001) 
stated that researchers use the model to assess curricular de-
velopment and educational research and suggested it is the 
most widely accepted model for understanding cognitive ab-
ilities.  There are six levels of complexity theorized by 
Bloom and his colleagues: knowledge, comprehension, ap-
plication, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. 
Knowledge 
Knowledge is considered to be the lowest level, and it is 
here that students recall facts and recognize relevant infor-
mation.  Memory serves an important role at this level, and 
students do not necessarily show an understanding of what 
they have read.  Their concern focuses on making sure the 
facts are accurate.  For example, students at this level can 
state a quote related to the literature in counseling but cannot 
expand on what the quote means contextually.  
Comprehension 
At the comprehension level, students understand the mean-
ing and interpretation of instructions and problems.  Unlike 
students at the knowledge level who simply recite facts, stu-
dents at this level can summarize the important points and 
rewrite the information in their own words.  For example, 
students at this stage can explain their approach, in their own 
words, to an initial session with a client.  
Application 
Students at the application stage of cognitive development 
begin to apply concepts learned in the classroom to novel 
situations in work and in society.  They pull multiple re-
sources together to make cohesive and comprehensive ar-
guments about a topic.  They still rely on the analysis of oth-
ers to gain understanding of their own work but cannot ana-
lyze situations and research materials. For example, an anal-
ysis of a review of the literature is difficult to conduct. 
Analysis 
When students reach the analysis stage, they no longer rely 
on the analysis of others to provide understanding of the ma-
terial.  They identify component parts, patterns, and prin-
ciples.  They reach conclusions of their own; however, they 
cannot provide a method for evaluating information.  For 
example, a student at this level would struggle with trying to 
take a contradictory stance to information presented to him 
or her from a client or supervisor.  
Synthesis 
When students begin to synthesize information, they organ-
ize, integrate, and combine ideas into a new plan or ap-
proach.  The students build a structured pattern from a num-
ber of different resources by combining component parts in-
to broader themes and principles.  For example, a student at 
this stage can write an informed consent statement for clients 
at his or her internship site.  What he or she cannot do is give 
merit to those principles and ideas that are in conflict with 
what he or she has conceptualized to be factual.  
Evaluation 
Evaluation represents the highest stage of cognitive devel-
opment in Bloom’s taxonomy, and it is here that students are 
able to make judgments about the values and ideas of a par-
ticular concept or situation.  Criteria developed by the stu-
dent or by conceptual information the student has read pro-
vides a basis for judgments.  For example, a student at the 
evaluation level can make an assessment about which clini-
cal approach would be most effective for a particular client.  
Most importantly, they accept the notion that the field does 
not provide clear answers to problems by considering con-
tradictory information in their evaluation approach.  
Current Study 
In the current study, we assessed the level of cognitive com-
plexity for beginning counseling students using Kloss’ 
(1994) one-minute question: 
1. What was the most important thing you learned to-
day? 
2. What one question are you left with after today’s 
class? 
Research supports the importance of cognitive complexity 
for professional counselors (Etringer, Hillerbrand, & Clai-
born, 1995; Sawatzky, Jevne, & Clark, 1994; Skovholt & 
Ronnestad, 1992), and the developmental nature of cognitive 
complexity has been recognized in the literature (Corey, 
2001).  However, little research exists that addresses the 
cognitive development of counselors while they are still in 
training.  
Nassar-McMillan and Niles (2011) highlight the impor-
tant role counselor educators have in helping counselors-in-
training develop the complexity in thinking necessary to na-
vigate through their clients’ core issues.  Guidon (2011) 
postulates that counselor educators miss valuable opportuni-
ties to develop and strengthen trainees when they do not in-
corporate multiple methods for helping them understand the 
role cognitive complexity plays in their development. The 
purpose of this study was to examine the cognitive level of 
comments and questions that participants asked at the con-
clusion of each professional orientation and ethics class for 
beginning mental health and school counseling master’s stu-
dents.  At the end of each class period for ten weeks, each 
participant recorded a comment and a question about what 
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they learned.  The research group coded each question for 
weeks 1, 5, and 10 according to Bloom’s Taxonomy for the 
Cognitive Domain (Bloom, 1956).   
Method 
Qualitative analysis of the data was concrete and participant-
focused (Weiss, 1994).  The data analyzed were concrete or 
focused on participant behavior, in this case participant an-
swers to questions provided at the end of each class period.  
The data were participant-focused since the data were re-
lated to the individual responses rather than responses to be 
generalized to other populations.  We triangulated the analy-
sis using five research group members who analyzed data 
independently based upon an initial coding scheme and then 
met to negotiate the final coding (Patton, 1991). 
Participants 
The 18 participants were mental health (8) and school coun-
seling students (10) enrolled in their first semester of masters 
in counseling programs at a research institution in the Sou-
theastern part of the United States.  Participants included 
those enrolled in the introductory professional orientation 
and ethics class during their first semester in the masters 
counseling program.  Sixteen participants were female, two 
were male.  Seventeen participants were Caucasian/non His-
panic and one participant was Asian.  The age range was 21 
to 46 years, with an average age of 26.06 (SD = 6.47).  The 
range of the professional counseling experience was 0 to 5 
years, with an average of 1.31 years of experience (SD = 
1.64).  The years of non-counseling experience ranged from 
0 to 25 years, with an average 7.39 years of experience (SD 
= 7.11).  Half of the participants completed the basic coun-
seling skills class prior to taking the orientation and ethics 
class; the remaining half enrolled the basic skills class con-
currently with the orientation and ethics class. 
Procedure 
We invited all students enrolled in professional orientation 
and ethics course to participate in the study the first day of 
class.  Those who chose to participate signed an informed 
consent; all students returned the informed consent forms.  
At the conclusion of 10 class periods during the semester 
(weeks two through 11), the instructor left the classroom and 
a member of the research group asked the students to answer 
the following questions using index cards:  
1. What was the most important thing you learned today?  
2. What one question are you left with after today’s class? 
(Kloss, 1994)  
All students in the course provided written responses and 
recorded their participant number.  The instructor, a member 
of the research team, did not see the responses until the fol-
lowing semester.  We linked all responses to the participant 
identifier. 
 
The professional orientation course provides counselors-
in-training with information about professional practice is-
sues in school counseling, mental health counseling, rehabil-
itation counseling, and related human service fields.  The 
course serves as an introduction and overview of the coun-
seling profession, and counselors-in-training learn about the 
roles and responsibilities of professional counselors.  Coun-
selor identity, discussed in detail, includes information about 
professional organizations, professional journals, preparation 
standards, credentialing, licensure, professional advocacy, 
current trends, and ethical and legal issues.  All newly ad-
mitted students take this course their first semester in the 
program.  The professional orientation course is a pre-
requisite for the practicum course which serves as the initial 
clinical application of the skills previously acquired.  During 
the final five weeks of the course, the students are divided 
according to degree specialty (Mental Health or School) to 
have an opportunity to learn more specific information about 
their selected career path.  
During week one, the professor chose the topic “Coun-
seling as a Profession” and lectured to the students about the 
development of the counseling profession and its implica-
tions for their work as professional counselors.  Students 
participated in a small group exercise in which they were di-
vided into groups of four and presented case scenarios re-
lated to professional issues.  The students processed these 
scenarios in their own small groups and then were given the 
opportunity to discuss their findings with the entire class. 
The professor focused on professional issues within the 
counseling profession during week five of the course.  More 
specifically, the professor talked about confidentiality, privi-
leged communication, subpoenas, and technology as it re-
lates to the counseling profession.  Students listened to a 
presentation on the subjects listed above.  Before class, the 
students read an article to help illustrate the concepts pre-
sented.  This article focused on the shootings at Virginia 
Tech in April, 2007, and the ethical and legal challenges the 
school faces as a result of the tragedy (Flynn & Heitzmann, 
2008).  Students engaged in spirited discussions about the 
ethical and legal implications of this tragedy as well as the 
implications for them as future professionals.  Also, students 
discussed a case study designed to challenge their values, 
and they had the opportunity to express their concerns and 
process their beliefs related to the Virginia Tech scenario. 
During week 10, students analyzed specific ethical and 
legal issues in counseling families, groups, children, and 
vulnerable clients.  The instructor presented a lecture on 
each topic and then asked students to provide feedback re-
lated to the lecture.  Students divided into groups of four to 
five people and developed and presented a role-play of an 
ethical situation a group counselor or family counselor may 
experience.  The students who observed the role play pro-
vided feedback about the implications presented in the role 
play.  The class concluded with the students completing their 
final preparations for poster session presentations scheduled 
to take place during the next class. 
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Bloom’s Taxonomy 
Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom et. al., 1956) is a classification 
system designed to provide a concrete understanding of cog-
nitive operations by classifying cognitive functions from 
least to most complex.  According to Bloom, each level of 
cognitive function builds on the previous one as individuals 
become more complex in their thinking.  Granello (2001) 
stated that researchers use the model to assess curricular de-
velopment and educational research and suggested it is the 
most widely accepted model for understanding cognitive ab-
ilities.  There are six levels of complexity theorized by 
Bloom and his colleagues: knowledge, comprehension, ap-
plication, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. 
Knowledge 
Knowledge is considered to be the lowest level, and it is 
here that students recall facts and recognize relevant infor-
mation.  Memory serves an important role at this level, and 
students do not necessarily show an understanding of what 
they have read.  Their concern focuses on making sure the 
facts are accurate.  For example, students at this level can 
state a quote related to the literature in counseling but cannot 
expand on what the quote means contextually.  
Comprehension 
At the comprehension level, students understand the mean-
ing and interpretation of instructions and problems.  Unlike 
students at the knowledge level who simply recite facts, stu-
dents at this level can summarize the important points and 
rewrite the information in their own words.  For example, 
students at this stage can explain their approach, in their own 
words, to an initial session with a client.  
Application 
Students at the application stage of cognitive development 
begin to apply concepts learned in the classroom to novel 
situations in work and in society.  They pull multiple re-
sources together to make cohesive and comprehensive ar-
guments about a topic.  They still rely on the analysis of oth-
ers to gain understanding of their own work but cannot ana-
lyze situations and research materials. For example, an anal-
ysis of a review of the literature is difficult to conduct. 
Analysis 
When students reach the analysis stage, they no longer rely 
on the analysis of others to provide understanding of the ma-
terial.  They identify component parts, patterns, and prin-
ciples.  They reach conclusions of their own; however, they 
cannot provide a method for evaluating information.  For 
example, a student at this level would struggle with trying to 
take a contradictory stance to information presented to him 
or her from a client or supervisor.  
Synthesis 
When students begin to synthesize information, they organ-
ize, integrate, and combine ideas into a new plan or ap-
proach.  The students build a structured pattern from a num-
ber of different resources by combining component parts in-
to broader themes and principles.  For example, a student at 
this stage can write an informed consent statement for clients 
at his or her internship site.  What he or she cannot do is give 
merit to those principles and ideas that are in conflict with 
what he or she has conceptualized to be factual.  
Evaluation 
Evaluation represents the highest stage of cognitive devel-
opment in Bloom’s taxonomy, and it is here that students are 
able to make judgments about the values and ideas of a par-
ticular concept or situation.  Criteria developed by the stu-
dent or by conceptual information the student has read pro-
vides a basis for judgments.  For example, a student at the 
evaluation level can make an assessment about which clini-
cal approach would be most effective for a particular client.  
Most importantly, they accept the notion that the field does 
not provide clear answers to problems by considering con-
tradictory information in their evaluation approach.  
Current Study 
In the current study, we assessed the level of cognitive com-
plexity for beginning counseling students using Kloss’ 
(1994) one-minute question: 
1. What was the most important thing you learned to-
day? 
2. What one question are you left with after today’s 
class? 
Research supports the importance of cognitive complexity 
for professional counselors (Etringer, Hillerbrand, & Clai-
born, 1995; Sawatzky, Jevne, & Clark, 1994; Skovholt & 
Ronnestad, 1992), and the developmental nature of cognitive 
complexity has been recognized in the literature (Corey, 
2001).  However, little research exists that addresses the 
cognitive development of counselors while they are still in 
training.  
Nassar-McMillan and Niles (2011) highlight the impor-
tant role counselor educators have in helping counselors-in-
training develop the complexity in thinking necessary to na-
vigate through their clients’ core issues.  Guidon (2011) 
postulates that counselor educators miss valuable opportuni-
ties to develop and strengthen trainees when they do not in-
corporate multiple methods for helping them understand the 
role cognitive complexity plays in their development. The 
purpose of this study was to examine the cognitive level of 
comments and questions that participants asked at the con-
clusion of each professional orientation and ethics class for 
beginning mental health and school counseling master’s stu-
dents.  At the end of each class period for ten weeks, each 
participant recorded a comment and a question about what 
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they learned.  The research group coded each question for 
weeks 1, 5, and 10 according to Bloom’s Taxonomy for the 
Cognitive Domain (Bloom, 1956).   
Method 
Qualitative analysis of the data was concrete and participant-
focused (Weiss, 1994).  The data analyzed were concrete or 
focused on participant behavior, in this case participant an-
swers to questions provided at the end of each class period.  
The data were participant-focused since the data were re-
lated to the individual responses rather than responses to be 
generalized to other populations.  We triangulated the analy-
sis using five research group members who analyzed data 
independently based upon an initial coding scheme and then 
met to negotiate the final coding (Patton, 1991). 
Participants 
The 18 participants were mental health (8) and school coun-
seling students (10) enrolled in their first semester of masters 
in counseling programs at a research institution in the Sou-
theastern part of the United States.  Participants included 
those enrolled in the introductory professional orientation 
and ethics class during their first semester in the masters 
counseling program.  Sixteen participants were female, two 
were male.  Seventeen participants were Caucasian/non His-
panic and one participant was Asian.  The age range was 21 
to 46 years, with an average age of 26.06 (SD = 6.47).  The 
range of the professional counseling experience was 0 to 5 
years, with an average of 1.31 years of experience (SD = 
1.64).  The years of non-counseling experience ranged from 
0 to 25 years, with an average 7.39 years of experience (SD 
= 7.11).  Half of the participants completed the basic coun-
seling skills class prior to taking the orientation and ethics 
class; the remaining half enrolled the basic skills class con-
currently with the orientation and ethics class. 
Procedure 
We invited all students enrolled in professional orientation 
and ethics course to participate in the study the first day of 
class.  Those who chose to participate signed an informed 
consent; all students returned the informed consent forms.  
At the conclusion of 10 class periods during the semester 
(weeks two through 11), the instructor left the classroom and 
a member of the research group asked the students to answer 
the following questions using index cards:  
1. What was the most important thing you learned today?  
2. What one question are you left with after today’s class? 
(Kloss, 1994)  
All students in the course provided written responses and 
recorded their participant number.  The instructor, a member 
of the research team, did not see the responses until the fol-
lowing semester.  We linked all responses to the participant 
identifier. 
 
The professional orientation course provides counselors-
in-training with information about professional practice is-
sues in school counseling, mental health counseling, rehabil-
itation counseling, and related human service fields.  The 
course serves as an introduction and overview of the coun-
seling profession, and counselors-in-training learn about the 
roles and responsibilities of professional counselors.  Coun-
selor identity, discussed in detail, includes information about 
professional organizations, professional journals, preparation 
standards, credentialing, licensure, professional advocacy, 
current trends, and ethical and legal issues.  All newly ad-
mitted students take this course their first semester in the 
program.  The professional orientation course is a pre-
requisite for the practicum course which serves as the initial 
clinical application of the skills previously acquired.  During 
the final five weeks of the course, the students are divided 
according to degree specialty (Mental Health or School) to 
have an opportunity to learn more specific information about 
their selected career path.  
During week one, the professor chose the topic “Coun-
seling as a Profession” and lectured to the students about the 
development of the counseling profession and its implica-
tions for their work as professional counselors.  Students 
participated in a small group exercise in which they were di-
vided into groups of four and presented case scenarios re-
lated to professional issues.  The students processed these 
scenarios in their own small groups and then were given the 
opportunity to discuss their findings with the entire class. 
The professor focused on professional issues within the 
counseling profession during week five of the course.  More 
specifically, the professor talked about confidentiality, privi-
leged communication, subpoenas, and technology as it re-
lates to the counseling profession.  Students listened to a 
presentation on the subjects listed above.  Before class, the 
students read an article to help illustrate the concepts pre-
sented.  This article focused on the shootings at Virginia 
Tech in April, 2007, and the ethical and legal challenges the 
school faces as a result of the tragedy (Flynn & Heitzmann, 
2008).  Students engaged in spirited discussions about the 
ethical and legal implications of this tragedy as well as the 
implications for them as future professionals.  Also, students 
discussed a case study designed to challenge their values, 
and they had the opportunity to express their concerns and 
process their beliefs related to the Virginia Tech scenario. 
During week 10, students analyzed specific ethical and 
legal issues in counseling families, groups, children, and 
vulnerable clients.  The instructor presented a lecture on 
each topic and then asked students to provide feedback re-
lated to the lecture.  Students divided into groups of four to 
five people and developed and presented a role-play of an 
ethical situation a group counselor or family counselor may 
experience.  The students who observed the role play pro-
vided feedback about the implications presented in the role 
play.  The class concluded with the students completing their 
final preparations for poster session presentations scheduled 
to take place during the next class. 
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Data Analysis 
As stated earlier, we used Bloom’s Taxonomy for the Cogni-
tive Domain (Bloom, 1956) as a measure of first semester 
counseling students’ cognitive development.  Bloom catego-
rized cognitive processes into six categories reflecting a 
range from the more basic gain of knowledge to the more 
complex process of evaluation.  Each of these categories 
represents behavior that can be assessed and measured.  A 
revision to Bloom’s taxonomy translated the categories from 
nouns to verbs fostering clearer understanding of each cate-
gory and assisting in coding of data (Anderson & Krath-
wohl, 2001).  The revision also included listing the eva-
luate/evaluating category after the analyzing category and 
placing the synthesis/creating as the most complex cognitive 
process.  We based our coding on Bloom’s original order of 
cognitive development by placing the synthesis category be-
fore the evaluate category.  
We used the verbs most associated with each of Bloom’s 
levels of cognitive development (Anderson & Krathwohl, 
2001) to code the participants’ responses.  Table 1 outlines 
the codes and includes a column on the far right.  This col-
umn details the additional information related to several of 
the categories we developed that emerged during the re-
search group’s analysis.  
 We selected three weeks, (the first, the fifth, and the 
tenth) for analysis and evaluation to capture changes 
throughout the semester and to consider the role course deli-
very method played in cognitive complexity development.  
Members of the research group coded each comment and 
question for week one according to the six categories of 
Bloom’s cognitive development.  The research team then 
met to negotiate the coding for each individual.  Each mem-
ber of the research team was required to individually code 
the responses and then bring their results to a meeting to 
analyze the data.  During this meeting, we based our discus-
sion of individual coding on the understandings of Bloom’s 
taxonomy as represented in Tables 2 and 3.  As a group, we 
negotiated a consensus for each coding.  We held five addi-
tional meetings to code weeks 5 and 10 following the same 
process of independent coding and negotiated understand-
ings of comments and questions used for the first week. 
When differences in coding arose, we processed these 
differences until we developed an agreement on the coding.  
We reviewed Bloom’s taxonomy and participated in a dis-
cussion about the statement and which aspects of the tax-
onomy to which it was most related.  Researchers were al-
lowed to discuss the salient aspects of the statement and how 
the statement connected with Bloom’s taxonomy.  
Findings 
During week one students responded to Question 1, “What 
was the most important thing you learned today?” with four-
teen responses at the knowledge level and three at the com-
prehension level.  Primarily these focused on ethical and li-
censing issues reflecting the topics addressed in class.  Ex-
amples of ethical issues were awareness of issues, codes of 
ethics, self-care, ambiguities, and dual relationships.  Stu-
dents learned about the nature of licensing, how difficult it is 
to move from state to state, and licensure as it pertains to 
work after graduation.  
During week one students presented varied responses to 
Question 2: “What one question are you left with after to-
day’s class?”  Seven knowledge and two comprehension 
questions focused on class nuts and bolts (e.g., “I wonder if 
there is enough time for us to complete all outside work; I 
still have questions about clarification of our field work as-
signments.”) and ethical practice (e.g., “How does the ACA 
answer questions regarding ethical dilemmas?”).  Two ap-
plication questions and two analysis questions related to eth-
ical practice (e.g., “How am I going to deal with certain eth-
ical dilemmas?” and “What happens to you if you go against 
an ethical code? Lose your job? License?”), advocacy (e.g., 
“What are some of the better ways to go about advocating 
for the profession? What really works?”), and consultation 
(e.g., “How is consultation with clients different from coun-
seling?”). 
Based upon Bloom’s taxonomy, the student’s indicated 
two knowledge questions, seven comprehension questions, 
five application questions, and one question each for analy-
sis, synthesis, and evaluation.  Student responses included 
“There are many shades of grey in the ACA code of ethics” 
(comprehension),  “How to apply ethical codes to a specific 
case” (application), “How to look at the perspectives of an 
ethical dilemma and how its [sic] important to clarify be-
tween ethical and professional and legal violations” (analy-
sis), “How to identify ethical problems, which codes corres-
pond, and develop steps to take regarding [them]” (synthe-
sis), and “Applying ethical codes to the case study differen-
tiate ethical, profession, legal problems” (evaluation). 
The questions that remained for students after week five 
were primarily higher level questions.  Six application, two 
analysis, and three synthesis questions reflected going 
beyond the class discussion.  Students wanted to see differ-
ent applications of codes pertaining to alternative popula-
tions, to understand differences in state laws and legal as-
pects of counseling, consulting during a suicide assessment, 
and the link between ethical behavior and laws.  Three 
knowledge questions and two comprehension questions fo-
cused on the mid-term exam and state laws and insurance 
required. 
For week 10, what students learned depended upon their 
classroom experiences in the specialty areas. School coun-
seling students reported questions that spanned the taxono-
my.  One of the nine students had no questions, two students 
asked knowledge questions (e.g. “How did I score on those 
tests? [taken in class]”), three focused on application (e.g. “I 
want to learn more about how we work with students with 
disability and their parents”), one asked an analysis question 
(e.g. “How this applies to the political environment within 
the school toward school counselors ‘hidden expectations’”), 
and one a synthesis question (“What is the school counselors 
[sic] role in dealing with a learning disabled child and how 
much do they collaborate with the school psychologist?”).   
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Table 1.  Bloom’s categories of cognitive development with sample responses from participants. 
 
Bloom’s Cogni-
tive Category* Description** Key Words*** Sample responses 
knowledge/ 
remembering 
 
Retrieving, recognizing, and 
recalling relevant knowledge 
from long-term memory 
 
defines, describes, identifies, 
knows, labels, lists, matches, 
names, outlines, recalls, recog-
nizes, reproduces, selects, states. 
 
 
1. Most important thing I 
learned. 
2. About information. 
3. Ask about what instructor 
said and what instructor 
taught. 
4. Ask for a list or definition. 
5. Ask about structure of class 
or an assignment. 
 
comprehension/ 
understanding 
Constructing meaning 
from oral, written, and 
graphic messages 
through interpreting, 
exemplifying, classifying, 
summarizing, inferring, 
comparing, and 
explaining. 
 
comprehends, converts, defends, 
distinguishes, estimates, ex-
plains, extends, generalizes, 
gives Examples, infers, inter-
prets, paraphrases, predicts, re-
writes, summarizes, translates. 
1. Go beyond initial knowledge. 
2. Try to link two concepts. 
3. Want more in-depth informa-
tion about a concept. 
4. Distinguish between two 
concepts. 
5. Explain differences. 
application/ 
applying 
Carrying out or using a pro-
cedure through executing, or 
implementing. 
applies, changes, computes, con-
structs, demonstrates, discovers, 
manipulates, modifies, operates, 
predicts, prepares, produces, re-
lates, shows, solves, uses. 
1. Questions about how to link 
information to practical situa-
tion. 
2. Want to know how to deal 
with certain situations. 
3. Ask “What am I going to do?  
4. Ask “What is my role?” 
5. State, “if…, can you develop 
a list of instructions… for us 
to go by?” 
6. Want to learn how we 
work… 
 
analysis/ 
analyzing 
Breaking material into consti-
tuent parts, determining how 
the parts relate to one another 
and to an overall structure or 
purpose through differentiat-
ing, organizing, and attribut-
ing. 
 
analyzes, breaks down, com-
pares, contrasts, diagram, decon-
structs, differentiates, discrimi-
nates, distinguishes, identifies, il-
lustrates, infers, outlines, relates, 
selects, separates. 
1. Explain a process. 
synthesis/ 
creating 
Putting elements 
together to form a 
coherent or functional 
whole; reorganizing 
elements into a new 
pattern or structure 
through generating, 
planning, or producing.  
 
categorizes, combines, compiles, 
composes, creates, devises, de-
signs, explains, generates, mod-
ifies, organizes, plans, rear-
ranges, reconstructs, relates, 
reorganizes, revises, rewrites, 
summarizes, tells, writes. 
 
1. Ask “What would happen 
if…..?” 
2. Creating something new – 
not just what the instructor 
said. 
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Data Analysis 
As stated earlier, we used Bloom’s Taxonomy for the Cogni-
tive Domain (Bloom, 1956) as a measure of first semester 
counseling students’ cognitive development.  Bloom catego-
rized cognitive processes into six categories reflecting a 
range from the more basic gain of knowledge to the more 
complex process of evaluation.  Each of these categories 
represents behavior that can be assessed and measured.  A 
revision to Bloom’s taxonomy translated the categories from 
nouns to verbs fostering clearer understanding of each cate-
gory and assisting in coding of data (Anderson & Krath-
wohl, 2001).  The revision also included listing the eva-
luate/evaluating category after the analyzing category and 
placing the synthesis/creating as the most complex cognitive 
process.  We based our coding on Bloom’s original order of 
cognitive development by placing the synthesis category be-
fore the evaluate category.  
We used the verbs most associated with each of Bloom’s 
levels of cognitive development (Anderson & Krathwohl, 
2001) to code the participants’ responses.  Table 1 outlines 
the codes and includes a column on the far right.  This col-
umn details the additional information related to several of 
the categories we developed that emerged during the re-
search group’s analysis.  
 We selected three weeks, (the first, the fifth, and the 
tenth) for analysis and evaluation to capture changes 
throughout the semester and to consider the role course deli-
very method played in cognitive complexity development.  
Members of the research group coded each comment and 
question for week one according to the six categories of 
Bloom’s cognitive development.  The research team then 
met to negotiate the coding for each individual.  Each mem-
ber of the research team was required to individually code 
the responses and then bring their results to a meeting to 
analyze the data.  During this meeting, we based our discus-
sion of individual coding on the understandings of Bloom’s 
taxonomy as represented in Tables 2 and 3.  As a group, we 
negotiated a consensus for each coding.  We held five addi-
tional meetings to code weeks 5 and 10 following the same 
process of independent coding and negotiated understand-
ings of comments and questions used for the first week. 
When differences in coding arose, we processed these 
differences until we developed an agreement on the coding.  
We reviewed Bloom’s taxonomy and participated in a dis-
cussion about the statement and which aspects of the tax-
onomy to which it was most related.  Researchers were al-
lowed to discuss the salient aspects of the statement and how 
the statement connected with Bloom’s taxonomy.  
Findings 
During week one students responded to Question 1, “What 
was the most important thing you learned today?” with four-
teen responses at the knowledge level and three at the com-
prehension level.  Primarily these focused on ethical and li-
censing issues reflecting the topics addressed in class.  Ex-
amples of ethical issues were awareness of issues, codes of 
ethics, self-care, ambiguities, and dual relationships.  Stu-
dents learned about the nature of licensing, how difficult it is 
to move from state to state, and licensure as it pertains to 
work after graduation.  
During week one students presented varied responses to 
Question 2: “What one question are you left with after to-
day’s class?”  Seven knowledge and two comprehension 
questions focused on class nuts and bolts (e.g., “I wonder if 
there is enough time for us to complete all outside work; I 
still have questions about clarification of our field work as-
signments.”) and ethical practice (e.g., “How does the ACA 
answer questions regarding ethical dilemmas?”).  Two ap-
plication questions and two analysis questions related to eth-
ical practice (e.g., “How am I going to deal with certain eth-
ical dilemmas?” and “What happens to you if you go against 
an ethical code? Lose your job? License?”), advocacy (e.g., 
“What are some of the better ways to go about advocating 
for the profession? What really works?”), and consultation 
(e.g., “How is consultation with clients different from coun-
seling?”). 
Based upon Bloom’s taxonomy, the student’s indicated 
two knowledge questions, seven comprehension questions, 
five application questions, and one question each for analy-
sis, synthesis, and evaluation.  Student responses included 
“There are many shades of grey in the ACA code of ethics” 
(comprehension),  “How to apply ethical codes to a specific 
case” (application), “How to look at the perspectives of an 
ethical dilemma and how its [sic] important to clarify be-
tween ethical and professional and legal violations” (analy-
sis), “How to identify ethical problems, which codes corres-
pond, and develop steps to take regarding [them]” (synthe-
sis), and “Applying ethical codes to the case study differen-
tiate ethical, profession, legal problems” (evaluation). 
The questions that remained for students after week five 
were primarily higher level questions.  Six application, two 
analysis, and three synthesis questions reflected going 
beyond the class discussion.  Students wanted to see differ-
ent applications of codes pertaining to alternative popula-
tions, to understand differences in state laws and legal as-
pects of counseling, consulting during a suicide assessment, 
and the link between ethical behavior and laws.  Three 
knowledge questions and two comprehension questions fo-
cused on the mid-term exam and state laws and insurance 
required. 
For week 10, what students learned depended upon their 
classroom experiences in the specialty areas. School coun-
seling students reported questions that spanned the taxono-
my.  One of the nine students had no questions, two students 
asked knowledge questions (e.g. “How did I score on those 
tests? [taken in class]”), three focused on application (e.g. “I 
want to learn more about how we work with students with 
disability and their parents”), one asked an analysis question 
(e.g. “How this applies to the political environment within 
the school toward school counselors ‘hidden expectations’”), 
and one a synthesis question (“What is the school counselors 
[sic] role in dealing with a learning disabled child and how 
much do they collaborate with the school psychologist?”).   
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Table 1.  Bloom’s categories of cognitive development with sample responses from participants. 
 
Bloom’s Cogni-
tive Category* Description** Key Words*** Sample responses 
knowledge/ 
remembering 
 
Retrieving, recognizing, and 
recalling relevant knowledge 
from long-term memory 
 
defines, describes, identifies, 
knows, labels, lists, matches, 
names, outlines, recalls, recog-
nizes, reproduces, selects, states. 
 
 
1. Most important thing I 
learned. 
2. About information. 
3. Ask about what instructor 
said and what instructor 
taught. 
4. Ask for a list or definition. 
5. Ask about structure of class 
or an assignment. 
 
comprehension/ 
understanding 
Constructing meaning 
from oral, written, and 
graphic messages 
through interpreting, 
exemplifying, classifying, 
summarizing, inferring, 
comparing, and 
explaining. 
 
comprehends, converts, defends, 
distinguishes, estimates, ex-
plains, extends, generalizes, 
gives Examples, infers, inter-
prets, paraphrases, predicts, re-
writes, summarizes, translates. 
1. Go beyond initial knowledge. 
2. Try to link two concepts. 
3. Want more in-depth informa-
tion about a concept. 
4. Distinguish between two 
concepts. 
5. Explain differences. 
application/ 
applying 
Carrying out or using a pro-
cedure through executing, or 
implementing. 
applies, changes, computes, con-
structs, demonstrates, discovers, 
manipulates, modifies, operates, 
predicts, prepares, produces, re-
lates, shows, solves, uses. 
1. Questions about how to link 
information to practical situa-
tion. 
2. Want to know how to deal 
with certain situations. 
3. Ask “What am I going to do?  
4. Ask “What is my role?” 
5. State, “if…, can you develop 
a list of instructions… for us 
to go by?” 
6. Want to learn how we 
work… 
 
analysis/ 
analyzing 
Breaking material into consti-
tuent parts, determining how 
the parts relate to one another 
and to an overall structure or 
purpose through differentiat-
ing, organizing, and attribut-
ing. 
 
analyzes, breaks down, com-
pares, contrasts, diagram, decon-
structs, differentiates, discrimi-
nates, distinguishes, identifies, il-
lustrates, infers, outlines, relates, 
selects, separates. 
1. Explain a process. 
synthesis/ 
creating 
Putting elements 
together to form a 
coherent or functional 
whole; reorganizing 
elements into a new 
pattern or structure 
through generating, 
planning, or producing.  
 
categorizes, combines, compiles, 
composes, creates, devises, de-
signs, explains, generates, mod-
ifies, organizes, plans, rear-
ranges, reconstructs, relates, 
reorganizes, revises, rewrites, 
summarizes, tells, writes. 
 
1. Ask “What would happen 
if…..?” 
2. Creating something new – 
not just what the instructor 
said. 
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Table 1.  Bloom’s categories of cognitive development with sample responses from participants. (continued) 
 
Bloom’s Cogni-
tive Category* 
 
 
Description** Key Words*** Sample responses 
evaluation/ 
evaluating 
 
Making judgments 
based on criteria and 
standards through 
checking and critiquing. 
 
 
appraises, compares, concludes, 
contrasts, criticizes, critiques, 
defends, describes, discrimi-
nates, evaluates, explains, inter-
prets, justifies, relates, summa-
rizes, supports. 
 
 
Note: *(Anderson et. al., 2001) 
 **(Anderson et. al. 2001, p. 67-68)\ 
 ***(Ward, 2009) 
 For the eight mental health counseling students, one had 
no questions, one had a knowledge question (“What kind of 
documentation do these insurance companies need to justify 
sessions?”), three had application questions (e.g. “I would 
like to know more about the DSM, because I want to work 
with substance abuse clients who will likely have a mental 
illness”), and one wrote a synthesis question (e.g. “Does 
your location effect your placement on insurance lists? 
Could I be low in [state], then move to [different state] and 
be higher and get more clients?”).  In addition to the coded 
cognitive responses to the one minute question, we noted ten 
comments and questions that reflected an emotional re-
sponse not captured in Bloom’s Taxonomy of Cognitive de-
velopment.  One such response relates not only to the cogni-
tive learning but to the emotions that the content generated 
(“I learned how difficult it can be . . . or how inferior you 
can feel having a disability.”). 
Table 2.  Sample responses to Question 1 delineated according to Bloom’s taxonomy. 
 
Bloom’s Cogni-
tive Category* Sample Response 
Knowledge 
 
I learned about licensure and working after graduation. 
I learned some of the appropriate steps to take with a suicide client--still have much to learn. 
I learned the difference between a 504 plan and an IEP. 
Comprehension 
 
I should be aware, awareness of everything is the most important aspect of this profession. 
I learned that it can be difficult to discern differences between ethical and professional dilem-
mas. 
Managed care has a greater impact than I realized on mental health services. 
Application 
 
The most important thing I learned today was how to handle a client that is at risk for suicide 
and the steps to take. 
I learned how to apply ethical codes to different hypothetical situations. 
How to operate within the managed care system. 
Analysis  
 
I learned how to look at the perspectives of an ethical dilemma and how it’s important to clarify 
between ethical and professional legal violations. 
Synthesis  
 
How to id ethical problems, which codes correspond, and develop steps to take. 
Evaluation  Applying ethical codes to the case study differentiate ethical, professional, legal problems. 
 
*Note: Anderson et. al. (2001) 
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Table 3.  Sample responses to Question 2 delineated according to Bloom’s taxonomy. 
 
Bloom’s Cognitive 
Category* 
 
 
Sample Response 
Knowledge  
 
How can you remember everything in the handbook? 
What’s on the midterm? 
What kind of documentation do these insurance companies need to justify sessions? 
 
Comprehension  Want to know the best way to assimilate ethics into professional practice. 
I wonder if many issues can be both ethical and professional. 
I want to know more about theories. 
 
Application  How am I going to deal with certain ethical dilemmas? 
With a suicide assessment and seeking supervisory consultation, how do you get the supervisor in the 
room? 
What is the counselor’s role in IEP and s-team meetings? 
 
Analysis  What are some of the better ways to go about advocating for the profession?  (What really works?) 
Do agency policies always line up with other law? 
How this applies to the political environment within the school toward school counselors "hidden ex-
pectations". 
 
Synthesis  Would like to integrate theories and ethics further. 
I wonder what to do if you don't have time to consult in a crisis situation. 
What is the school counselor’s role in dealing with a learning disabled child and how much do they 
collaborate with the school psychologist? 
 
Evaluation  No responses codified at this level. 
 
Note: *Anderson et. al. (2001) 
Discussion 
This study was designed to assess the cognitive complexity 
of first semester counseling students.  An interesting finding 
in the study was that current events may be tied to course 
content to promote cognitive complexity development.  The 
students displayed the highest level of cognitive complexity 
in week five during which the instructor used Flynn & 
Heitzmann’s (2008) article about the shootings at Virginia 
Tech University to highlight the relevance of ethical and le-
gal behavior and its implications for professional counseling.  
The results of the study highlight the role counselor educa-
tors play in helping to develop a knowledge base from which 
counselors-in-training can further develop their cognitive 
skills.  Counselor educators need to serve as conduits 
through which counselors-in-training can develop a strong 
knowledge base.  The acquisition and assimilation of this 
knowledge base can increase cognitive complexity in coun-
selors-in-training as they are exposed to new material.  
Granello, Hothersall, and Osborne (2000) demonstrate 
the use of the academic genogram to help increase critical 
thinking skills for career decision making among doctoral 
counseling students, and Cheston (2000) advocates the use 
of case studies as a way to help counselors-in-training de-
velop higher levels of thinking about the clients they will 
serve.  Such exercises provide an opportunity for counselors-
in-training to begin the process of applying what they have 
read to situations they may face in the field which can be an 
effective method for increasing the cognitive development of 
counselors-in-training (Nelson & Jackson, 2003).  The coun-
selor educator plays a pivotal role in the delivery of course 
content and its effect on counselors-in-training.  The variety 
in which counselor educators deliver this information sup-
ports stronger assimilation and thereby fosters higher levels 
of cognitive complexity as defined by Bloom’s Taxonomy.  
Counselor educators need to consider multiple strategies 
for encouraging critical thinking skills among counselors-in-
training.  Etringer et. al. (1995) validate the importance of 
diverse academic experiences during training to help counse-
lors move from novice to expert during their careers as pro-
fessionals.  They encourage counselor educators to consider 
strategies that require memory and knowledge structuring, 
pattern recognition and reasoning, and problem solving op-
portunities to increase cognitive complexity development in 
counselors-in-training.  Similarly, Auxier et. al. (2003) con-
clude that professional identity for counselors develops with-
in a framework that is supported by learning strategies, and 
designed to develop attitudes about responsibility and ethics 
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Table 1.  Bloom’s categories of cognitive development with sample responses from participants. (continued) 
 
Bloom’s Cogni-
tive Category* 
 
 
Description** Key Words*** Sample responses 
evaluation/ 
evaluating 
 
Making judgments 
based on criteria and 
standards through 
checking and critiquing. 
 
 
appraises, compares, concludes, 
contrasts, criticizes, critiques, 
defends, describes, discrimi-
nates, evaluates, explains, inter-
prets, justifies, relates, summa-
rizes, supports. 
 
 
Note: *(Anderson et. al., 2001) 
 **(Anderson et. al. 2001, p. 67-68)\ 
 ***(Ward, 2009) 
 For the eight mental health counseling students, one had 
no questions, one had a knowledge question (“What kind of 
documentation do these insurance companies need to justify 
sessions?”), three had application questions (e.g. “I would 
like to know more about the DSM, because I want to work 
with substance abuse clients who will likely have a mental 
illness”), and one wrote a synthesis question (e.g. “Does 
your location effect your placement on insurance lists? 
Could I be low in [state], then move to [different state] and 
be higher and get more clients?”).  In addition to the coded 
cognitive responses to the one minute question, we noted ten 
comments and questions that reflected an emotional re-
sponse not captured in Bloom’s Taxonomy of Cognitive de-
velopment.  One such response relates not only to the cogni-
tive learning but to the emotions that the content generated 
(“I learned how difficult it can be . . . or how inferior you 
can feel having a disability.”). 
Table 2.  Sample responses to Question 1 delineated according to Bloom’s taxonomy. 
 
Bloom’s Cogni-
tive Category* Sample Response 
Knowledge 
 
I learned about licensure and working after graduation. 
I learned some of the appropriate steps to take with a suicide client--still have much to learn. 
I learned the difference between a 504 plan and an IEP. 
Comprehension 
 
I should be aware, awareness of everything is the most important aspect of this profession. 
I learned that it can be difficult to discern differences between ethical and professional dilem-
mas. 
Managed care has a greater impact than I realized on mental health services. 
Application 
 
The most important thing I learned today was how to handle a client that is at risk for suicide 
and the steps to take. 
I learned how to apply ethical codes to different hypothetical situations. 
How to operate within the managed care system. 
Analysis  
 
I learned how to look at the perspectives of an ethical dilemma and how it’s important to clarify 
between ethical and professional legal violations. 
Synthesis  
 
How to id ethical problems, which codes correspond, and develop steps to take. 
Evaluation  Applying ethical codes to the case study differentiate ethical, professional, legal problems. 
 
*Note: Anderson et. al. (2001) 
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Table 3.  Sample responses to Question 2 delineated according to Bloom’s taxonomy. 
 
Bloom’s Cognitive 
Category* 
 
 
Sample Response 
Knowledge  
 
How can you remember everything in the handbook? 
What’s on the midterm? 
What kind of documentation do these insurance companies need to justify sessions? 
 
Comprehension  Want to know the best way to assimilate ethics into professional practice. 
I wonder if many issues can be both ethical and professional. 
I want to know more about theories. 
 
Application  How am I going to deal with certain ethical dilemmas? 
With a suicide assessment and seeking supervisory consultation, how do you get the supervisor in the 
room? 
What is the counselor’s role in IEP and s-team meetings? 
 
Analysis  What are some of the better ways to go about advocating for the profession?  (What really works?) 
Do agency policies always line up with other law? 
How this applies to the political environment within the school toward school counselors "hidden ex-
pectations". 
 
Synthesis  Would like to integrate theories and ethics further. 
I wonder what to do if you don't have time to consult in a crisis situation. 
What is the school counselor’s role in dealing with a learning disabled child and how much do they 
collaborate with the school psychologist? 
 
Evaluation  No responses codified at this level. 
 
Note: *Anderson et. al. (2001) 
Discussion 
This study was designed to assess the cognitive complexity 
of first semester counseling students.  An interesting finding 
in the study was that current events may be tied to course 
content to promote cognitive complexity development.  The 
students displayed the highest level of cognitive complexity 
in week five during which the instructor used Flynn & 
Heitzmann’s (2008) article about the shootings at Virginia 
Tech University to highlight the relevance of ethical and le-
gal behavior and its implications for professional counseling.  
The results of the study highlight the role counselor educa-
tors play in helping to develop a knowledge base from which 
counselors-in-training can further develop their cognitive 
skills.  Counselor educators need to serve as conduits 
through which counselors-in-training can develop a strong 
knowledge base.  The acquisition and assimilation of this 
knowledge base can increase cognitive complexity in coun-
selors-in-training as they are exposed to new material.  
Granello, Hothersall, and Osborne (2000) demonstrate 
the use of the academic genogram to help increase critical 
thinking skills for career decision making among doctoral 
counseling students, and Cheston (2000) advocates the use 
of case studies as a way to help counselors-in-training de-
velop higher levels of thinking about the clients they will 
serve.  Such exercises provide an opportunity for counselors-
in-training to begin the process of applying what they have 
read to situations they may face in the field which can be an 
effective method for increasing the cognitive development of 
counselors-in-training (Nelson & Jackson, 2003).  The coun-
selor educator plays a pivotal role in the delivery of course 
content and its effect on counselors-in-training.  The variety 
in which counselor educators deliver this information sup-
ports stronger assimilation and thereby fosters higher levels 
of cognitive complexity as defined by Bloom’s Taxonomy.  
Counselor educators need to consider multiple strategies 
for encouraging critical thinking skills among counselors-in-
training.  Etringer et. al. (1995) validate the importance of 
diverse academic experiences during training to help counse-
lors move from novice to expert during their careers as pro-
fessionals.  They encourage counselor educators to consider 
strategies that require memory and knowledge structuring, 
pattern recognition and reasoning, and problem solving op-
portunities to increase cognitive complexity development in 
counselors-in-training.  Similarly, Auxier et. al. (2003) con-
clude that professional identity for counselors develops with-
in a framework that is supported by learning strategies, and 
designed to develop attitudes about responsibility and ethics 
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which helps to support higher levels of cognitive function-
ing.  It is important for counselor educators to be intentional 
about the types of assignments they select because these as-
signments can serve as the impetus for further cognitive de-
velopment in counselors-in-training.  
Implications 
The results have implications for counselor educators who 
are charged with the task of increasing cognitive complexity 
in the students with whom they interact.  Knowledge helps 
counselors-in-training move to higher levels of cognitive 
complexity.  Granello and Hazler (1998) advocate a deve-
lopmental approach in helping counselors-in-training devel-
op cognitive complexity which helps them develop into 
counselors who are more empathetic, autonomous, and flex-
ible in their counseling methods.  For example, Granello 
(2001) explains how an assignment such as a literature re-
view, which is designed to collect and effectively organize 
knowledge about a particular area of interest, can be used to 
facilitate cognitive complexity development in counselors-
in-training.  Welfare and Borders (2010) developed an in-
strument, the Counselor Cognitions Questionnaire, designed 
to quantify cognitive complexity for counselors-in-training.  
Counselor educators need to continue to stress the impor-
tance of knowledge attainment and find more effective strat-
egies to use these types of approaches to help develop ad-
vanced thinking skills in counselors-in-training.  
Granello (2010) provides evidence that counselors-in-
training become more cognitively complex as they move 
through their graduate training programs.  McAuliffe and 
Lovell (2006) conclude that the trainee’s complexity influ-
ences acquisition of the skills necessary to facilitate empathy 
and to develop a therapeutic relationship with clients.  Coun-
selor educators have a unique opportunity to affect change 
and growth in their trainees as the trainees grow and develop 
their professional identities.    
Counselor educators need to understand that it is impor-
tant for counselors-in-training to developing a strong know-
ledge base in order to help them develop stronger cognitive 
skills.  The participants in this study demonstrated know-
ledge about the subject material before they were able to 
demonstrate advanced cognitive complexity.  Auxier et. al. 
(2003) highlight the importance of traditional academic 
learning experiences as precursors to identity development 
and cognitive complexity in counselors.  According to their 
research, students value these experiences, but the level of 
importance students place on these experiences increases as 
they develop complex thinking skills.  Granello (2001) con-
cluded that beginning counselors-in-training focus more on 
attaining factual information and that this search is a neces-
sary part of the development of cognitive complexity.  It is 
important for counselor educators to continue to provide 
academic learning experiences as they can serve as building 
blocks for cognitive complexity development. 
Limitations 
In interpreting the findings of this study, there are several 
factors that must be considered. First, these students in this 
study were enrolled in a counselor training program and the 
study was conducted during class time.  Also, this was their 
first experience in a graduate training program, so one needs 
to consider their view of the importance of the study even 
though appropriate procedures were in place to protect con-
fidentiality and to promote informed consent. Social desira-
bility and expectation effects may have influenced the stu-
dents’ responses to the one-minute question at the end of 
class.  
Second, there is no way to account for life experiences as 
well as programmatic experiences that occurred when the 
students were not in class.  All of the students do not take 
the same classes; therefore, differences in teaching strategies 
experienced in other classes could have influenced cognitive 
complexity development in a profound way.  Also, some 
students came straight from work to the class while others 
did not.  These experiences could have enhanced or hindered 
cognitive complexity development for the participants and 
should be taken into consideration when interpreting the re-
sults. 
Third, the generalizability of the findings is subject to 
scrutiny.  The participants represented a cross-sectional 
sample of the program in which they were enrolled; howev-
er, this is one counselor education program in the southern 
region of the United States.  It is conceivable that regional 
differences could have a profound influence on cognitive 
complexity development for counselors-in-training given the 
variety of community experiences they encounter during 
their academic training.  Levels of cognitive complexity de-
velopment can be influenced by values and cultural differ-
ences which can differ based on geographical region (Ste-
wart et. al., 1998). 
Conclusion 
This research was designed to provide further information 
about the development of cognitive complexity in counse-
lors-in-training.  The findings highlight the relevance of the 
developmental nature of cognitive complexity and the need 
for counselor educators to consider all aspects of cognitive 
development as they work with counselors-in-training.  Al-
so, it supports the notion that there are a variety of ap-
proaches that facilitate cognitive complexity development in 
counselors-in-training, and counselor educators need to un-
derstand the process of complexity development for optimal 
use of these approaches in their courses.  Future studies 
should focus on cognitive complexity development at differ-
ent points in training (e.g., before and after internship).  Fi-
nally, researchers should employ longitudinal analysis tech-
niques to provide further understanding of the developmen-
tal nature of cognitive complexity for counselors-in-training.  
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which helps to support higher levels of cognitive function-
ing.  It is important for counselor educators to be intentional 
about the types of assignments they select because these as-
signments can serve as the impetus for further cognitive de-
velopment in counselors-in-training.  
Implications 
The results have implications for counselor educators who 
are charged with the task of increasing cognitive complexity 
in the students with whom they interact.  Knowledge helps 
counselors-in-training move to higher levels of cognitive 
complexity.  Granello and Hazler (1998) advocate a deve-
lopmental approach in helping counselors-in-training devel-
op cognitive complexity which helps them develop into 
counselors who are more empathetic, autonomous, and flex-
ible in their counseling methods.  For example, Granello 
(2001) explains how an assignment such as a literature re-
view, which is designed to collect and effectively organize 
knowledge about a particular area of interest, can be used to 
facilitate cognitive complexity development in counselors-
in-training.  Welfare and Borders (2010) developed an in-
strument, the Counselor Cognitions Questionnaire, designed 
to quantify cognitive complexity for counselors-in-training.  
Counselor educators need to continue to stress the impor-
tance of knowledge attainment and find more effective strat-
egies to use these types of approaches to help develop ad-
vanced thinking skills in counselors-in-training.  
Granello (2010) provides evidence that counselors-in-
training become more cognitively complex as they move 
through their graduate training programs.  McAuliffe and 
Lovell (2006) conclude that the trainee’s complexity influ-
ences acquisition of the skills necessary to facilitate empathy 
and to develop a therapeutic relationship with clients.  Coun-
selor educators have a unique opportunity to affect change 
and growth in their trainees as the trainees grow and develop 
their professional identities.    
Counselor educators need to understand that it is impor-
tant for counselors-in-training to developing a strong know-
ledge base in order to help them develop stronger cognitive 
skills.  The participants in this study demonstrated know-
ledge about the subject material before they were able to 
demonstrate advanced cognitive complexity.  Auxier et. al. 
(2003) highlight the importance of traditional academic 
learning experiences as precursors to identity development 
and cognitive complexity in counselors.  According to their 
research, students value these experiences, but the level of 
importance students place on these experiences increases as 
they develop complex thinking skills.  Granello (2001) con-
cluded that beginning counselors-in-training focus more on 
attaining factual information and that this search is a neces-
sary part of the development of cognitive complexity.  It is 
important for counselor educators to continue to provide 
academic learning experiences as they can serve as building 
blocks for cognitive complexity development. 
Limitations 
In interpreting the findings of this study, there are several 
factors that must be considered. First, these students in this 
study were enrolled in a counselor training program and the 
study was conducted during class time.  Also, this was their 
first experience in a graduate training program, so one needs 
to consider their view of the importance of the study even 
though appropriate procedures were in place to protect con-
fidentiality and to promote informed consent. Social desira-
bility and expectation effects may have influenced the stu-
dents’ responses to the one-minute question at the end of 
class.  
Second, there is no way to account for life experiences as 
well as programmatic experiences that occurred when the 
students were not in class.  All of the students do not take 
the same classes; therefore, differences in teaching strategies 
experienced in other classes could have influenced cognitive 
complexity development in a profound way.  Also, some 
students came straight from work to the class while others 
did not.  These experiences could have enhanced or hindered 
cognitive complexity development for the participants and 
should be taken into consideration when interpreting the re-
sults. 
Third, the generalizability of the findings is subject to 
scrutiny.  The participants represented a cross-sectional 
sample of the program in which they were enrolled; howev-
er, this is one counselor education program in the southern 
region of the United States.  It is conceivable that regional 
differences could have a profound influence on cognitive 
complexity development for counselors-in-training given the 
variety of community experiences they encounter during 
their academic training.  Levels of cognitive complexity de-
velopment can be influenced by values and cultural differ-
ences which can differ based on geographical region (Ste-
wart et. al., 1998). 
Conclusion 
This research was designed to provide further information 
about the development of cognitive complexity in counse-
lors-in-training.  The findings highlight the relevance of the 
developmental nature of cognitive complexity and the need 
for counselor educators to consider all aspects of cognitive 
development as they work with counselors-in-training.  Al-
so, it supports the notion that there are a variety of ap-
proaches that facilitate cognitive complexity development in 
counselors-in-training, and counselor educators need to un-
derstand the process of complexity development for optimal 
use of these approaches in their courses.  Future studies 
should focus on cognitive complexity development at differ-
ent points in training (e.g., before and after internship).  Fi-
nally, researchers should employ longitudinal analysis tech-
niques to provide further understanding of the developmen-
tal nature of cognitive complexity for counselors-in-training.  
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Utilizing focus groups with middle, high school, and university students, this phenomenological study developed a 
three-faceted perspective on student preferences for the personal and professional qualities of high school coun-
selors.  Findings revealed that students value the accessibility of counselors.  Informants identified elements of 
accessibility that include authentic concern, trustworthiness, an interactive presence, unconditional acceptance, 
and attuned empathy as the primary qualities they prefer in a high school counselor.  The findings have implica-
tions for the professional development of high school counselors and for those who train, hire, and supervise 
them. 
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The foundation of a school counselor’s effectiveness is the 
ability to form a working alliance with students.  Outcome 
research has indicated that the quality of the counselor-client 
relationship is a dominant predictor of counseling outcomes 
(Hovarth & Bedi, 2002; Martin, Garske, & Davis, 2000; 
Robbins, Liddell, Turner, Dakof, Alexander, & Kogan, 
2006; Teyber 2006).  A working alliance is established when 
clients perceive a counselor as a capable, trustworthy, and 
empathetic and one who grasps the client’s predicament, re-
cognizes the client’s distress, is committed to helping, and 
takes a collaborative approach to problem resolution (Tey-
ber, 2006).  While most studies of the working alliance have 
been conducted on adult clients (Ozel & Scherer, 2003), 
those studies that do address the counseling relationship with 
adolescents suggest that counselor qualities such as warmth, 
trustworthiness, and professional experience influence the 
establishment of a working alliance with this client group 
(Hawley & Garland, 2008; Karver, Shirk, Handelsman, 
Crisp, Gundmundsden, & MacMakin, 2008; Purkey & 
Schmitt, 1996).  The overall impression of counselor quali-
ties may have special relevance for the high school counse-
lor.  Schools present a unique environment for counselors 
because students encounter the school counselor frequently 
and in multiple roles and contexts.  Due to such ongoing in-
teraction, students are likely to be keenly aware of a school 
counselor’s character.  
Student impressions of school counselors are developed 
and confirmed through an informal “student grapevine.”  
This systemic communication network shapes student opi-
nion, defines much of their reality (Gergen, 2000), and in-
forms them about the character of faculty members includ-
ing school counselors.  For many students, the willingness to 
seek assistance is grounded in these socially constructed im-
pressions of a faculty member’s qualities (Gergen, 2000; 
Helms, 2003; Lindsay & Kalafat, 1998).  High school coun-
selors who want to make a difference in students’ lives must 
understand and develop qualities that inspire adolescents’ 
trust and motivate students to seek them out for assistance. 
This research focused on adolescent preferences regard-
ing the personal and professional qualities of high school 
counselors.  The study is unique in that it expands upon prior 
studies that explored adolescent preferences related to seek-
ing help from any adult (BigFoot-Sipes, Dauphinais, La-
Fromboise, Bennet, & Rowe, 1992; Esters, 2001; Helms, 
2003; Lindsey & Kalafat, 1998; Martin, Romas, Medford, 
Leffert, & Hatcher, 2006) and it includes a multifaceted 
perspective through involving three distinct groups of infor-
mants.  Informants include students anticipating the transi-
tion from middle to high school, students enrolled in high 
school, and recent high school graduates reflecting on their 
experience. 
School counseling is distinctive among counseling spe-
cialties as each level (elementary, middle, and high school) 
involves children at different stages of development.  This 
study is specifically about the expectations and preferences 
of high school students.  The findings offer pertinent infor-
mation to high school counselors seeking to increase their 
effectiveness.  They also pertain to counselor educators, 
trainers, and supervisors who recognize professional devel-
opment as an ongoing process and who are often instrumen-
tal in making opportunities for professional development ac-
cessible to school counselors. 
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A comprehensive literature review revealed little extant lite-
rature addressing qualities and characteristics that represent 
adolescent preferences for high school counselors.  Existing 
studies target distinct demographics among students and 
generally lack a specific focus on the relationship between 
school counselors and adolescents. Esters (2001) examined 
“at-risk” student preferences regarding school counselors as 
related to values, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and gend-
er.  He determined that similarity of background between 
counselor and student was very important to “at-risk” stu-
dents.  In a study of preferences related to help seeking, 
Lindsey and Kalafat (1998) discovered that the perception of 
an adult’s trustworthiness, empathy, authenticity, and a simi-
larity in life experiences influenced ninth grade students’ 
motivation to seek help from any adult.  A startling outcome 
was that only four of fifty study participants identified any 
school-based adult as someone with whom they would con-
fide, and only one mentioned a school counselor.  This ap-
pears to highlight the need for a fundamental understanding 
of the pertinent personal and professional qualities that en-
hance a high school counselor’s ability to connect with stu-
dents and provide effective counseling. 
In studying a homogeneous group of informants, (12th 
grade, white, middle class), Helms (2003) affirmed Lindsey 
and Kalafat’s (1998) findings regarding what students prefer 
and what they perceive as barriers in seeking adult help.  
Both studies indicate that students prefer to seek peer assis-
tance when help is needed.  Further, they avoid adults who 
are perceived as negative, too busy to listen, or judgmental.  
Qualities that students identified as important in adult hel-
pers were empathy, authenticity, accessibility, and similari-
ty.  Studies of preferred counselor qualities among students 
from specific ethnic groups determined that similarity is im-
portant to minority adolescents who seek counseling in 
school or clinical settings (BigFoot-Sipes, et al., 1992; Pon-
terotto, Alexander, & Hinkston, 1988).  
In a search of the extant literature, Esters (2001) failed to 
locate studies that addressed the school counselor-student re-
lationship.  It appears that with the exception of studying a 
few small and specific student groups (ethnic minorities, 
special needs), scholars have continued to inadequately ad-
dress the relationship between adolescents and their high 
school counselors. Research has not generated a student 
perspective on what personal and professional qualities of a 
high school counselor inspire students’ trust and promote 
their confidence in a counselor’s ability to provide effective 
assistance.  School counselors (and associated professionals) 
appear to remain largely uninformed about needs and prefe-
rences of their primary clientele. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study included: (a) identifying adoles-
cent preferences regarding the personal and professional 
characteristics of high school counselors, (b) indentifying 
characteristics that make a counselor approachable and pro-
mote confidence that the counselor can provide effective as-
sistance, and (c) acquiring information for use in the training 
of effective school counselors.  The research question guid-
ing the study was, “What personal and professional qualities 
do students prefer in high school counselors?” 
Significance of the Research 
Research indicates that regardless of theoretical approach, 
the most common characteristic of effective counselors is 
their ability to quickly establish a working alliance (Teyber, 
2006).  Effective high school counselors are adept at devel-
oping a helping relationship with even the most troubled of 
adolescents.  This is a key characteristic of school counse-
lors who truly make a difference in students’ lives (Zinck & 
Littrell, 2000).  
Most studies of the working alliance and client prefe-
rence for counselor qualities focus upon adult populations.  
They commonly define qualities that contribute to successful 
counseling outcomes from the counselor’s perspective.  In 
existing literature, the research team identified only four stu-
dies regarding counselor qualities that present an adolescent 
perspective (Bigfoot-Sipes, et al., 1992; Helms, 2003; Lind-
sey & Kalafat, 1998; Martin, et al. 2000).  Further, Martin, et 
al. (2000) hypothesized that their research regarding adoles-
cent preferences for counselors in a clinical setting would 
generalize to the relationship between adolescents and 
school counselors.  Yet the relationship of a school counse-
lor and a student counselee is multifaceted and unique.  In 
schools, the student-school counselor relationship may in-
clude frequent interaction in varied non-counseling contexts 
and roles.  School counselors may encounter student counse-
lees in common areas and classrooms, in parent-student-
teacher conferences, or in situations where the counselor 
coaches or sponsors a student activity.  School counselors at-
tend meetings and events that include students they counsel, 
and they provide academic and career advisement in addi-
tion to personal counseling.  Issues of role distinction, confi-
dentiality, accessibility, and frequency of interaction make 
the school counselor-counselee relationship very different 
from the counseling relationship in a clinical context.  
Method 
A phenomenological approach was utilized in this study.  
The purpose of this research method is to describe and un-
derstand the common elements of a phenomenon that is ex-
perienced by a group of people (Creswell, 2007: van Man-
nen, 1990).  Some basic assumptions of phenomenology are 
as follows: (a) people know experience by attending to the 
perceptions and meanings that emerge from an event, (b) 
people describe, explicate, and interpret their experience, 
and (c) while an individual’s interpretation of a specific phe-
nomenon is unique, there is essence to experience that is 
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“at-risk” student preferences regarding school counselors as 
related to values, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and gend-
er.  He determined that similarity of background between 
counselor and student was very important to “at-risk” stu-
dents.  In a study of preferences related to help seeking, 
Lindsey and Kalafat (1998) discovered that the perception of 
an adult’s trustworthiness, empathy, authenticity, and a simi-
larity in life experiences influenced ninth grade students’ 
motivation to seek help from any adult.  A startling outcome 
was that only four of fifty study participants identified any 
school-based adult as someone with whom they would con-
fide, and only one mentioned a school counselor.  This ap-
pears to highlight the need for a fundamental understanding 
of the pertinent personal and professional qualities that en-
hance a high school counselor’s ability to connect with stu-
dents and provide effective counseling. 
In studying a homogeneous group of informants, (12th 
grade, white, middle class), Helms (2003) affirmed Lindsey 
and Kalafat’s (1998) findings regarding what students prefer 
and what they perceive as barriers in seeking adult help.  
Both studies indicate that students prefer to seek peer assis-
tance when help is needed.  Further, they avoid adults who 
are perceived as negative, too busy to listen, or judgmental.  
Qualities that students identified as important in adult hel-
pers were empathy, authenticity, accessibility, and similari-
ty.  Studies of preferred counselor qualities among students 
from specific ethnic groups determined that similarity is im-
portant to minority adolescents who seek counseling in 
school or clinical settings (BigFoot-Sipes, et al., 1992; Pon-
terotto, Alexander, & Hinkston, 1988).  
In a search of the extant literature, Esters (2001) failed to 
locate studies that addressed the school counselor-student re-
lationship.  It appears that with the exception of studying a 
few small and specific student groups (ethnic minorities, 
special needs), scholars have continued to inadequately ad-
dress the relationship between adolescents and their high 
school counselors. Research has not generated a student 
perspective on what personal and professional qualities of a 
high school counselor inspire students’ trust and promote 
their confidence in a counselor’s ability to provide effective 
assistance.  School counselors (and associated professionals) 
appear to remain largely uninformed about needs and prefe-
rences of their primary clientele. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study included: (a) identifying adoles-
cent preferences regarding the personal and professional 
characteristics of high school counselors, (b) indentifying 
characteristics that make a counselor approachable and pro-
mote confidence that the counselor can provide effective as-
sistance, and (c) acquiring information for use in the training 
of effective school counselors.  The research question guid-
ing the study was, “What personal and professional qualities 
do students prefer in high school counselors?” 
Significance of the Research 
Research indicates that regardless of theoretical approach, 
the most common characteristic of effective counselors is 
their ability to quickly establish a working alliance (Teyber, 
2006).  Effective high school counselors are adept at devel-
oping a helping relationship with even the most troubled of 
adolescents.  This is a key characteristic of school counse-
lors who truly make a difference in students’ lives (Zinck & 
Littrell, 2000).  
Most studies of the working alliance and client prefe-
rence for counselor qualities focus upon adult populations.  
They commonly define qualities that contribute to successful 
counseling outcomes from the counselor’s perspective.  In 
existing literature, the research team identified only four stu-
dies regarding counselor qualities that present an adolescent 
perspective (Bigfoot-Sipes, et al., 1992; Helms, 2003; Lind-
sey & Kalafat, 1998; Martin, et al. 2000).  Further, Martin, et 
al. (2000) hypothesized that their research regarding adoles-
cent preferences for counselors in a clinical setting would 
generalize to the relationship between adolescents and 
school counselors.  Yet the relationship of a school counse-
lor and a student counselee is multifaceted and unique.  In 
schools, the student-school counselor relationship may in-
clude frequent interaction in varied non-counseling contexts 
and roles.  School counselors may encounter student counse-
lees in common areas and classrooms, in parent-student-
teacher conferences, or in situations where the counselor 
coaches or sponsors a student activity.  School counselors at-
tend meetings and events that include students they counsel, 
and they provide academic and career advisement in addi-
tion to personal counseling.  Issues of role distinction, confi-
dentiality, accessibility, and frequency of interaction make 
the school counselor-counselee relationship very different 
from the counseling relationship in a clinical context.  
Method 
A phenomenological approach was utilized in this study.  
The purpose of this research method is to describe and un-
derstand the common elements of a phenomenon that is ex-
perienced by a group of people (Creswell, 2007: van Man-
nen, 1990).  Some basic assumptions of phenomenology are 
as follows: (a) people know experience by attending to the 
perceptions and meanings that emerge from an event, (b) 
people describe, explicate, and interpret their experience, 
and (c) while an individual’s interpretation of a specific phe-
nomenon is unique, there is essence to experience that is 
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shared (Patton, 2002).  Phenomenology “reduces individual 
experiences of a phenomenon to a description of the univer-
sal essence” (Creswell, 2001, p. 58).  While a phenomeno-
logical study concludes with such a description, the outcome 
can expand understanding, inspire action, and guide change.  
In phenomenological research an experience is explored 
through gathering descriptions from informants who have di-
rect experience with the phenomenon of interest, learning 
about what the experience means to informants, and devel-
oping a composite description of the experience (Creswell, 
2007).  The intent of this study was to describe student pre-
ferences regarding the qualities of high school counselors, 
and we employed a phenomenological approach.   
We utilized bracketing (also called epoche) in order to 
avoid imposing our preconceptions or bias on the research 
process (Creswell, 2007, Moustakas, 1990, Patton, 2002).  
Bracketing involves setting aside any potential prejudgments 
or assumptions in order to approach interviews and analyses 
with an unbiased and receptive presence (van Mannen, 
1990).   It allows researchers to approach interviews and 
analyses with a sense of “not knowing” (Patton, 2002) in or-
der to elicit authentic and detailed descriptions of informant 
experience.  Bracketing requires sustained attention, concen-
tration, and presence (Creswell, 2007, Moustakas, 1990, Pat-
ton, 2002, van Mannen, 1990). We made bracketing an in-
tentional and conscious act that was facilitated through self- 
monitoring of our statements during interviews, self-
reflection, and peer consultation.  In team meetings, we also 
listened to our recorded interviews, examined transcripts, 
and engaged in ongoing discussion as another form of moni-
toring in order to avoid introduction of preconception or bias 
into the process of data collection and analysis.   
Employing focus groups allowed our research team to 
learn about student preferences regarding the personal and 
professional qualities of high school counselors.  In the 
process informants described how school counselors: (a) in-
dicate approachability, (b) instill confidence that they can 
help students meet challenges and create change in their 
lives, and (c) inspire hope.  Focus groups offer a method for 
gathering research data when the objective is to develop an 
understanding of perspectives and experience informed by 
people immersed in a specific context (Morgan, 1998).  Fo-
cus group informants are asked to consider and discuss ques-
tions posed by a facilitator.  Each informant is encouraged to 
listen fully to all views and to contribute his or her thoughts 
to the developing dialogue (Patton, 2002).  The interactive 
nature of focus groups allows researchers to gather data 
about the meanings of an issue to a particular group and con-
tributes to a rich and complex understanding of specific is-
sues (Kress & Shoffner, 2007).  
Numbering four to 10 informants, several focus groups 
are included in a study (Morgan, 1998).  A few open ended 
questions are posed to initiate and focus discussion.  Facili-
tators query informants about their responses, link topics and 
information, summarize, and promote a detailed and com-
plex discussion among informants.  This dialogic process in-
tegrates varied perspectives and provides for an interactive 
and robust construction of knowledge and meaning regard-
ing a human experience (Gergen, 2000).  
Members of our research team were trained in interview-
ing and analysis by our primary investigator (PI).  Training 
commenced in a series of meetings prior to launching the re-
search and continued as an ongoing process.  It included as-
signed readings, discussion, and the compilation of a binder 
of pertinent articles, handouts, and other materials that 
served as an ongoing reference during the study.  The PI 
modeled an initial interview for the rest of our research 
team.   This was followed by guided practice and a team dis-
cussion of the interview process.  Throughout the study, fo-
cused reading, modeling, guided practice, and team review 
were employed to address all aspects of the research process. 
Sampling 
To gain a robust perspective on student preferences regard-
ing high school counselors, we recruited participants who 
were close to, or immersed in, the experience of high school.  
Informants included: (a) eighth grade students who would 
transition to high school within a year, (b) tenth and eleventh 
grade students providing a “here and now” perspective, and 
(c) university freshmen who had graduated from high school 
within the past year and could readily reflect upon their ex-
periences with high school counselors.  This sampling strat-
egy met the principles of purposive sampling (Patton, 2002) 
by including informants that: (a) represent diverse perspec-
tives, (b) typify people in the context of interest, and (c) 
have specific knowledge and experience.  Stratification pro-
vided a robust and triangular perspective as viewed thorough 
lenses of anticipation, immediate experience, and reflection.  
This multifaceted perspective is unique among extant re-
search on youth preferences regarding counselor qualities.   
Thirty-seven students ages 13 to 19 participated in one of 
six focus groups composed of five to eight informants.  Two 
groups were conducted at each academic level.  Fourteen 
college freshmen (nine female), 11 high school students (six 
female), and 11 middle school students (eight female) parti-
cipated.  Informants identified themselves as European-
American (27), African-American (5), Hispanic-American 
(5), and Native-American (1).  
Data Collection 
Focus group interviews occurred at a university, a high 
school, and a middle school in three small and proximal 
southwestern communities.  Approval for the study was 
sought and received from the university institutional review 
board and the public school administrators prior to recruit-
ment.  Signed parental permission was obtained for middle 
and high school student informants. 
Our research team included two graduate students 
enrolled in a school counseling program of study and an as-
sistant professor of psychology and counseling.  Each team 
member facilitated two of the six focus groups convened in 
this study.  Five open-ended questions served to initiate fo-
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cus group discussions, and included the following: 
 What makes a school counselor effective?  
 How do you know you can trust a school counselor? 
 What makes a school counselor seem like someone 
you can talk to about private matters? 
 Would you describe the ideal school counselor? 
 Tell me about the best school counselor you have 
known; what made him/her effective?   
The questions were developed by our team and based upon 
reading from the literature review and suggestions for inter-
view question construction offered by Kvale (1996) and Pat-
ton (2002).  
In each focus group, as informants responded to ques-
tions, we summarized, linked and focused information, re-
quested detail, encouraged commentary on expressed ideas, 
and guided an emergent dialogue among the informants.  
Each interview was recorded and transcribed verbatim.  Fol-
lowing each focus group meeting, we made note of our ob-
servations, hypotheses, and impressions.  
Each focus group met for an initial session and again fol-
lowing transcript analysis.  The second meeting was a con-
firmatory process during which we shared impressions, ob-
servations, and themes that emerged during transcript analy-
sis and we queried informants about findings to invite feed-
back and clarification.  
Analysis  
An approach to transcript analysis developed by Joanning & 
Keoughan (1997) was employed to identify emergent 
themes.  Analysis included the following steps:   
1. Sensitizing - We read the complete transcript to fami-
liarize ourselves with content and make mental notes 
of data that meaningfully relate to the research ques-
tions and might suggest themes and categories.   
2. Initial Coding - We returned to the transcript for a 
second reading noting codes in the margins of the 
transcript.  The term “codes” refers to words, phrases, 
sentences, concepts, and themes.  Because coding is a 
cyclical process, initial coding involves at least two 
passes through a transcript.   
3. Focused Coding - Our research team met to review 
the coded transcripts; we discussed the codes, re-
tained those that informed an emergent understanding 
of student preferences, and discarded codes that did 
not contribute to understanding.  Codes were trans-
ferred to index cards with notation of the interview 
number, page, and paragraph where the code origi-
nated.  Together, our group considered the code on 
each index card and progressively sorted the codes in-
to categories that came to represent substantive 
themes within the data.  
Initial coding involved two members of our team who inde-
pendently coded copies of the same transcript.  Following 
this step, the two met to compare and contrast their analysis, 
discuss differences, and reach agreement where differences 
occurred; if agreement was not reached on a code, it was 
discarded.  Agreement between two coders was calculated at 
90 percent on average.  
A central question in research is, “how do we know that 
a . . . study is believable, accurate, and right?” (Creswell, 
2007).  A commonly employed approach to verification in 
qualitative research is one developed by Lincoln and Guba 
(1985).  It includes four criteria: (a) credibility, referring to 
ensuring rigor in the research process; (b) transferability, ad-
dressing the extent to which a reader can determine if know-
ledge gained in one context may be relevant to other con-
texts; (c) dependability, referring to consistency in conduct-
ing a study; and (d) confirmability, involving the provision 
of evidence to demonstrate that findings emerged from the 
inquiry process and were not products of researcher bias or 
preconception.   
Credibility was established through triangulation, ade-
quacy of data, and member checks. Triangulation included 
seeking three distinct perspectives regarding preferred coun-
selor qualities (grade eight, high school, college freshmen). 
Adequacy of data was addressed by conducting two separate 
focus groups at each academic level to promote saturation 
(repetition of information, codes, and themes). Member 
checks followed interview analysis in follow-up sessions 
with each focus group when researchers shared the analysis 
of the group interview and sought confirmation, disconfir-
mation, and discussion.  Transferability was established 
through purposive sampling used to arrive at findings 
representing a range of student perspectives, related to a 
specific context (high school) and issue (school counselor 
qualities).  Dependability was established through generating 
an audit trail that documents research activities, processes, 
emergent themes, and influences on data collection and 
analysis.  Confirmability was also established through the 
audit trail plus researcher reflexivity and frequent research 
team debriefing among us to insure that our findings 
emerged from the data and accurately represented informant 
perspectives. 
Findings 
The data indicated that qualities most preferred by students 
in a high school counselor include authentic concern, trust-
worthiness, supportiveness, interactive presence, uncondi-
tional acceptance, and attuned empathy.  What follows is a 
discussion of these qualities.  Statements from focus group 
interviews, that illustrate each quality, are presented in Table 
1. 
Authentic Concern 
This highly valued quality, authentic concern, refers to the 
counselor’s focus upon student well-being.  It includes 
availability and approachability.  Counselors demonstrate 
authentic concern in many ways including affect and body 
language.  Counselors must be aware of their posture, facial 
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shared (Patton, 2002).  Phenomenology “reduces individual 
experiences of a phenomenon to a description of the univer-
sal essence” (Creswell, 2001, p. 58).  While a phenomeno-
logical study concludes with such a description, the outcome 
can expand understanding, inspire action, and guide change.  
In phenomenological research an experience is explored 
through gathering descriptions from informants who have di-
rect experience with the phenomenon of interest, learning 
about what the experience means to informants, and devel-
oping a composite description of the experience (Creswell, 
2007).  The intent of this study was to describe student pre-
ferences regarding the qualities of high school counselors, 
and we employed a phenomenological approach.   
We utilized bracketing (also called epoche) in order to 
avoid imposing our preconceptions or bias on the research 
process (Creswell, 2007, Moustakas, 1990, Patton, 2002).  
Bracketing involves setting aside any potential prejudgments 
or assumptions in order to approach interviews and analyses 
with an unbiased and receptive presence (van Mannen, 
1990).   It allows researchers to approach interviews and 
analyses with a sense of “not knowing” (Patton, 2002) in or-
der to elicit authentic and detailed descriptions of informant 
experience.  Bracketing requires sustained attention, concen-
tration, and presence (Creswell, 2007, Moustakas, 1990, Pat-
ton, 2002, van Mannen, 1990). We made bracketing an in-
tentional and conscious act that was facilitated through self- 
monitoring of our statements during interviews, self-
reflection, and peer consultation.  In team meetings, we also 
listened to our recorded interviews, examined transcripts, 
and engaged in ongoing discussion as another form of moni-
toring in order to avoid introduction of preconception or bias 
into the process of data collection and analysis.   
Employing focus groups allowed our research team to 
learn about student preferences regarding the personal and 
professional qualities of high school counselors.  In the 
process informants described how school counselors: (a) in-
dicate approachability, (b) instill confidence that they can 
help students meet challenges and create change in their 
lives, and (c) inspire hope.  Focus groups offer a method for 
gathering research data when the objective is to develop an 
understanding of perspectives and experience informed by 
people immersed in a specific context (Morgan, 1998).  Fo-
cus group informants are asked to consider and discuss ques-
tions posed by a facilitator.  Each informant is encouraged to 
listen fully to all views and to contribute his or her thoughts 
to the developing dialogue (Patton, 2002).  The interactive 
nature of focus groups allows researchers to gather data 
about the meanings of an issue to a particular group and con-
tributes to a rich and complex understanding of specific is-
sues (Kress & Shoffner, 2007).  
Numbering four to 10 informants, several focus groups 
are included in a study (Morgan, 1998).  A few open ended 
questions are posed to initiate and focus discussion.  Facili-
tators query informants about their responses, link topics and 
information, summarize, and promote a detailed and com-
plex discussion among informants.  This dialogic process in-
tegrates varied perspectives and provides for an interactive 
and robust construction of knowledge and meaning regard-
ing a human experience (Gergen, 2000).  
Members of our research team were trained in interview-
ing and analysis by our primary investigator (PI).  Training 
commenced in a series of meetings prior to launching the re-
search and continued as an ongoing process.  It included as-
signed readings, discussion, and the compilation of a binder 
of pertinent articles, handouts, and other materials that 
served as an ongoing reference during the study.  The PI 
modeled an initial interview for the rest of our research 
team.   This was followed by guided practice and a team dis-
cussion of the interview process.  Throughout the study, fo-
cused reading, modeling, guided practice, and team review 
were employed to address all aspects of the research process. 
Sampling 
To gain a robust perspective on student preferences regard-
ing high school counselors, we recruited participants who 
were close to, or immersed in, the experience of high school.  
Informants included: (a) eighth grade students who would 
transition to high school within a year, (b) tenth and eleventh 
grade students providing a “here and now” perspective, and 
(c) university freshmen who had graduated from high school 
within the past year and could readily reflect upon their ex-
periences with high school counselors.  This sampling strat-
egy met the principles of purposive sampling (Patton, 2002) 
by including informants that: (a) represent diverse perspec-
tives, (b) typify people in the context of interest, and (c) 
have specific knowledge and experience.  Stratification pro-
vided a robust and triangular perspective as viewed thorough 
lenses of anticipation, immediate experience, and reflection.  
This multifaceted perspective is unique among extant re-
search on youth preferences regarding counselor qualities.   
Thirty-seven students ages 13 to 19 participated in one of 
six focus groups composed of five to eight informants.  Two 
groups were conducted at each academic level.  Fourteen 
college freshmen (nine female), 11 high school students (six 
female), and 11 middle school students (eight female) parti-
cipated.  Informants identified themselves as European-
American (27), African-American (5), Hispanic-American 
(5), and Native-American (1).  
Data Collection 
Focus group interviews occurred at a university, a high 
school, and a middle school in three small and proximal 
southwestern communities.  Approval for the study was 
sought and received from the university institutional review 
board and the public school administrators prior to recruit-
ment.  Signed parental permission was obtained for middle 
and high school student informants. 
Our research team included two graduate students 
enrolled in a school counseling program of study and an as-
sistant professor of psychology and counseling.  Each team 
member facilitated two of the six focus groups convened in 
this study.  Five open-ended questions served to initiate fo-
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cus group discussions, and included the following: 
 What makes a school counselor effective?  
 How do you know you can trust a school counselor? 
 What makes a school counselor seem like someone 
you can talk to about private matters? 
 Would you describe the ideal school counselor? 
 Tell me about the best school counselor you have 
known; what made him/her effective?   
The questions were developed by our team and based upon 
reading from the literature review and suggestions for inter-
view question construction offered by Kvale (1996) and Pat-
ton (2002).  
In each focus group, as informants responded to ques-
tions, we summarized, linked and focused information, re-
quested detail, encouraged commentary on expressed ideas, 
and guided an emergent dialogue among the informants.  
Each interview was recorded and transcribed verbatim.  Fol-
lowing each focus group meeting, we made note of our ob-
servations, hypotheses, and impressions.  
Each focus group met for an initial session and again fol-
lowing transcript analysis.  The second meeting was a con-
firmatory process during which we shared impressions, ob-
servations, and themes that emerged during transcript analy-
sis and we queried informants about findings to invite feed-
back and clarification.  
Analysis  
An approach to transcript analysis developed by Joanning & 
Keoughan (1997) was employed to identify emergent 
themes.  Analysis included the following steps:   
1. Sensitizing - We read the complete transcript to fami-
liarize ourselves with content and make mental notes 
of data that meaningfully relate to the research ques-
tions and might suggest themes and categories.   
2. Initial Coding - We returned to the transcript for a 
second reading noting codes in the margins of the 
transcript.  The term “codes” refers to words, phrases, 
sentences, concepts, and themes.  Because coding is a 
cyclical process, initial coding involves at least two 
passes through a transcript.   
3. Focused Coding - Our research team met to review 
the coded transcripts; we discussed the codes, re-
tained those that informed an emergent understanding 
of student preferences, and discarded codes that did 
not contribute to understanding.  Codes were trans-
ferred to index cards with notation of the interview 
number, page, and paragraph where the code origi-
nated.  Together, our group considered the code on 
each index card and progressively sorted the codes in-
to categories that came to represent substantive 
themes within the data.  
Initial coding involved two members of our team who inde-
pendently coded copies of the same transcript.  Following 
this step, the two met to compare and contrast their analysis, 
discuss differences, and reach agreement where differences 
occurred; if agreement was not reached on a code, it was 
discarded.  Agreement between two coders was calculated at 
90 percent on average.  
A central question in research is, “how do we know that 
a . . . study is believable, accurate, and right?” (Creswell, 
2007).  A commonly employed approach to verification in 
qualitative research is one developed by Lincoln and Guba 
(1985).  It includes four criteria: (a) credibility, referring to 
ensuring rigor in the research process; (b) transferability, ad-
dressing the extent to which a reader can determine if know-
ledge gained in one context may be relevant to other con-
texts; (c) dependability, referring to consistency in conduct-
ing a study; and (d) confirmability, involving the provision 
of evidence to demonstrate that findings emerged from the 
inquiry process and were not products of researcher bias or 
preconception.   
Credibility was established through triangulation, ade-
quacy of data, and member checks. Triangulation included 
seeking three distinct perspectives regarding preferred coun-
selor qualities (grade eight, high school, college freshmen). 
Adequacy of data was addressed by conducting two separate 
focus groups at each academic level to promote saturation 
(repetition of information, codes, and themes). Member 
checks followed interview analysis in follow-up sessions 
with each focus group when researchers shared the analysis 
of the group interview and sought confirmation, disconfir-
mation, and discussion.  Transferability was established 
through purposive sampling used to arrive at findings 
representing a range of student perspectives, related to a 
specific context (high school) and issue (school counselor 
qualities).  Dependability was established through generating 
an audit trail that documents research activities, processes, 
emergent themes, and influences on data collection and 
analysis.  Confirmability was also established through the 
audit trail plus researcher reflexivity and frequent research 
team debriefing among us to insure that our findings 
emerged from the data and accurately represented informant 
perspectives. 
Findings 
The data indicated that qualities most preferred by students 
in a high school counselor include authentic concern, trust-
worthiness, supportiveness, interactive presence, uncondi-
tional acceptance, and attuned empathy.  What follows is a 
discussion of these qualities.  Statements from focus group 
interviews, that illustrate each quality, are presented in Table 
1. 
Authentic Concern 
This highly valued quality, authentic concern, refers to the 
counselor’s focus upon student well-being.  It includes 
availability and approachability.  Counselors demonstrate 
authentic concern in many ways including affect and body 
language.  Counselors must be aware of their posture, facial 
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expressions, and gestures during interaction with students.  
Informants indicated that when a counselor’s actions are 
congruent and appear to convey acceptance and concern, 
students develop sufficient confidence in the counselor to 
open up and talk about their “real” concerns.  Informants 
stated that a counselor’s ability to listen responsively con-
veys authentic concern.  Such responsiveness includes what 
is often referred to as “listening with the third ear.”  This in-
tuitive factor sensitizes counselors to unspoken messages 
that may underlie what is said aloud (Teyber, 2007).  Such 
sensitivity to underlying messages helps counselors to iden-
tify core concerns and validate counselee feelings and expe-
rience; it opens possibilities for the in-depth conversations 
that often lead to meaningful change.  
Trustworthiness  
Trustworthiness was a universal concern among informants 
who indicated that school counselors are trustworthy when 
they demonstrate confidence in their own ability to facilitate 
change, are honest and genuine with students, and maintain 
confidentiality.  The high school counselor who can posi-
tively and professionally address students’ academic, emo-
tional, and social needs, elicits their trust.  Informants indi-
cated that a counselor’s maintenance of confidentiality, es-
pecially in talking with teachers, allows students to affirm 
the counseling relationship as a secure context for self-
expression.  
Informants described trustworthiness in terms of counse-
lors providing broad support to all students.  For example, 
they tended to expect that counselors would be sensitive to 
and capable of intervening in or addressing situations that af-
fect the school climate.  Such situations might include peer 
pressure, conflict, discrimination, and academic stress.  In-
formants also expected counselors to be sensitive to and 
“pick up on” issues that concern students in general. They 
wanted counselors to actively intervene in these issues 
through such activities as engaging with students in class-
room meetings and offering counseling groups and other 
forms of assistance to address such issues.  One informant 
discussed a student suicide.  She described the school coun-
selor as “absent” (not visible) in addressing the event with 
the student body; instead, the coaching staff did that.  The 
counselor was not readily available to work with bereaved 
students and made no effort to coordinate responsive servic-
es for individuals or small groups.  According to the infor-
mant, the lack of visibility and support appeared to confirm a 
general lack of trust in the counselor among students. 
Assistance with academic, career, and personal/social 
development was important to informants.  They empha-
sized the need for high school counselors to provide infor-
mation and resources in areas such as finding emotional 
support during difficult times, career and college planning, 
and transitioning from high school to young adulthood.  In-
formants also stated that to provide students with effective 
support, school counselors must be organized and effective 
in filling the range of duties they are typically assigned.  
 
Interactive Presence  
Positive interaction with students in any context was de-
scribed as important in building rapport and establishing re-
lationships.  Being involved and visible in school-based ac-
tivities and getting out of the office to mingle with students 
in hallways, classrooms, and common areas allows students 
to get to know a counselor.  A counselor who attends an oc-
casional after school activity makes a significant impression 
on students, and the setting presents opportunities for infor-
mal conversation.  This may allow students to develop a lev-
el of comfort and confidence that would motivate them to 
seek counseling assistance should the need arise. 
Unconditional Acceptance  
Informants indicated that an unbiased counselor makes 
counseling seem accessible to a diverse population of stu-
dents.  When counselors “walk their talk” and demonstrate 
broad acceptance, students are more likely to seek counselor 
assistance when they are troubled.  Informants spoke about 
the negative impact of counselors who give preferential 
treatment to certain students or groups while appearing bi-
ased and unwelcoming to other students.  Several informants 
discussed school counselors who seemed to hold precon-
ceived (and rather public) ideas about certain students, and 
quickly labeled those who experienced specific problems.  
Informants expected a school counselor to view situations 
from many perspectives and to be respectful, even validat-
ing, of all students, “troubled” or not.  They indicated that 
respect promotes contact and communication between 
school counselors and all students.  
Attuned Empathy  
Attuned empathy extends empathic understanding in which 
professional knowledge, intuition, and respect allow a coun-
selor to enter the counselee’s world and capture core issues 
and meanings (Teyber, 2007).  It includes understanding the 
developmental issues of adolescents, how adolescents expe-
rience the world, and what concerns them about life and so-
ciety.  Informants felt that effective school counselors do not 
“stand apart” from their students.  One informant stated, “A 
school counselor must understand that [his or her] every act, 
that influences a student’s decision, affects their lives.”  In-
formants perceived school counselors as having significant 
influence upon important decisions that high school students 
must make.  Examples include: (a) how much to apply one-
self in high school, (b) choosing a career, (c) post secondary 
planning, (d) relational decisions, and (e) coming to terms 
with one’s individual identity.  Finally, in an ever-changing 
world, attuned empathy includes the counselor having the 
confidence and sensitivity to “bracket off” assumptions, ask 
questions, and be open to learning about how students expe-
rience life from the students themselves.  
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Table 1. Preferred Qualities in High School Counselors: Statements from Focus Group Informants 
 
 
Qualities 
 
Statements 
 
Authentic Concern 
 
An effective counselor will reach out to students who need help; they notice distress and they re-
spond”. University Freshman Student (U) 
A counselor who is always on hand for the students; the door is always open. High School Stu-
dent (H) 
I just want somebody that I can relate to, like to step in my shoes and feel what I am going 
through. Eighth Grade Student (8) 
 
Trustworthiness 
 
They aren’t going to tell you necessarily what you want to hear, they’ll tell you what you need to 
hear. (U) 
She listens and understands that this has to be between me and her and not everyone else. (H) 
She helped me and she knows how to help you too. (8) 
 
Supportiveness 
 
Students didn’t always have to seek out help; the counselor would come up and talk to us; he 
wouldn’t just sit back and wait for us to talk to him. (U) 
Someone good at multitasking, because they have a lot of jobs. (H) 
A good counselor tries to help you help yourself. (8) 
Interactive Presence 
 
They[counselors] made it a point to like say hi to everybody, and they were always at the activi-
ties, like athletic events and stuff like that ... they were always around.(U) 
A counselor needs to be outgoing, and serious when appropriate, but also fun when appropriate 
too. (H) 
She greets students in the halls; seeks out students; develops relationships with students; is inter-
ested in students; likes students. (8) 
 
Unconditional Accep-
tance 
 
Counselors should have an unbiased outlook, regardless of who the student is. You want to feel 
that your counselor cares about you. (U) 
She’s not quick to judge; she is open to and listens to all ideas. (H) 
I can talk to him about almost anything. (8) 
 
Attuned Empathy 
 
A school counselor must understand that every decision you make, that influences a student’s 
decision, affects their lives. You don’t stand as an outsider. You always have to be ready to put 
on the students’ shoes, lace them up, and go with them. (U) 
He understands and knows where I’m coming from. (H) 
They are able to relate to us, have things that happened to them and they could tell us about 
them. (8) 
 
(U) Undergraduate Students, (H) High School Students, (8) Eighth Grade Students 
 
Implications for High School Counselors 
Among implications that emerged from this study, the rec-
ognition that school counselor visibility, accessibility, and 
willingness to interact with all individuals is of primary im-
portance to high school students.  Informants stated 
that school counselors can have a long-term impact as they 
guide students through various decisions in high school.  To 
create positive and impactful relationships, counselors must 
develop a connection with students.  Many informants 
stressed the importance of the counselor’s presence where 
students gather informally (commons, hallways, extra-
curricular activities, and other events).  Informal interaction 
provides opportunities to “be known” and build relationships 
with a cross-section of students.  This may place a counselor 
in the position of “preferred adult helper” when students 
seek assistance. 
A second implication is that students do not seek a neu-
tral school counselor.  They prefer a counselor that will 
“walk with them” and become an integral member of the 
support system that students use at a critical junctures in 
their life as the students move through high school and pre-
pare for adulthood.  Students may seek a school counselor’s 
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expressions, and gestures during interaction with students.  
Informants indicated that when a counselor’s actions are 
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students develop sufficient confidence in the counselor to 
open up and talk about their “real” concerns.  Informants 
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is often referred to as “listening with the third ear.”  This in-
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that may underlie what is said aloud (Teyber, 2007).  Such 
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who indicated that school counselors are trustworthy when 
they demonstrate confidence in their own ability to facilitate 
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the student body; instead, the coaching staff did that.  The 
counselor was not readily available to work with bereaved 
students and made no effort to coordinate responsive servic-
es for individuals or small groups.  According to the infor-
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in filling the range of duties they are typically assigned.  
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in the position of “preferred adult helper” when students 
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guidance in negotiating this pathway if they sense that the 
counselor is interested, accessible, and will help them 
through the developmental transitions that mark the journey 
from middle to late adolescence. 
A third implication is that counselors must practice ref-
lectively (Parsons, 2009).  An effective counselor engages in 
ongoing reflection whether she or he is involved in a coun-
seling session, a classroom presentation, or interacting with 
students in common areas.  Reflective practice heightens 
counselor awareness of the effect she or he may have in the 
moment and develops her or his sensitivity to student needs.  
Ultimately, reflective practice promotes an ongoing profes-
sional evolution and increasing effectiveness.  
A fourth implication regards the importance of defining 
one’s position as “counselor.” This is critical in the working 
context of schools due to the many roles a school counselor 
is expected to fill.  Effective school counselors are assertive 
in defining their role within schools as “agents of change.”  
This is contrary to the unfortunate stereotype of school 
counselors as an extension of the administration (Burnham 
& Jackson, 2000; Kaplan & Evans, 1999).  School counse-
lors must possess a rigorous commitment to being a counse-
lor.  They must know their purpose, set appropriate priori-
ties, and provide a balanced and comprehensive service to 
students.  Once defined as a “counselor,” the high school 
counselor must maintain the knowledge and assertiveness 
necessary to facilitate progressive growth of the counseling 
program while working in a collaborative manner with ad-
ministrators and teachers.  Counselors need “their best hu-
man relations and assertiveness skills” (Paisley & McMa-
hon, 2001, p.111) to establish and maintain professional 
boundaries and limit the amount of non-counseling duties in 
which they engage.  The effective school counselor is sensi-
tive to and attends to multiple student needs while promoting 
academic and relational success among all students (Erford, 
2007).  
A fifth implication is that high school counselors must 
purposefully make time for counseling.  Putting paperwork 
“on hold” may be necessary to allow time to counsel stu-
dents.  Students see counselors as potential advocates and 
allies; however, school counselors must be available, ap-
proachable, and attuned to student needs if they are to func-
tion as agents of change.  Individual and group counseling 
opportunities should be readily available to students.  Some 
non-counseling duties may need to be completed after 
school.  The reality of school counseling is that it is not an 
8:00 to 4:00 job if one truly wants to make a difference in 
student lives. 
The final implication is for counselors to demonstrate 
confidence and professional competence through maintain-
ing a current knowledge of counseling and related issues and 
continuing to develop their professional effectiveness.  
Counselors should be up-to-date on outcome-based practices 
in school counseling and their knowledge of theories and 
practices related to development, relationships, and learning.  
They should be informed regarding social, political, and 
educational issues that affect adolescents and their families 
and that create both stress and opportunity for youth.  Such 
awareness is a “tool” for understanding students and sup-
porting their learning and personal growth.  It emerges in the 
pursuit of ongoing education, reading professional literature, 
attending professional events, keeping up with local and na-
tional news, and interacting with other professionals in 
school counseling and related areas.  
Limitations 
Qualitative research is utilized to increase understanding and 
develop perspectives on an issue of interest.  While the find-
ings of this study are transferable, the use of purposive sam-
pling, a relatively small number of informants, and data col-
lection in three adjacent counties precludes broad generaliza-
tion of the results.  Thus the findings provide a form of local 
knowledge (Glaser, 2001) that reflects preferences of stu-
dents in a specific region.  
While it is plausible to assume that the preferences de-
scribed by informants in this study are comparable to those 
of high school students in similar contexts (small rural 
communities in the southwestern United States), the reader 
must keep in mind that any perspective is influenced by con-
text.  This study provides an increased understanding of stu-
dent preferences in regard to the qualities of high school 
counselors.  The findings may be used, with appropriate cau-
tion, by high school counselors and those who train and eva-
luate them to enhance student services.  The article also 
presents a pragmatic approach to research addressing student 
preferences that can be duplicated or done in modified form 
in order to create a more specific understanding of student 
preferences in a given context such as a school, school dis-
trict, or region.  
Conclusion 
In seeking student preferences regarding the personal and 
professional qualities of high school counselors, this study is 
unique in giving a voice to adolescents who utilize school 
counseling services.  A primary concern expressed by in-
formants was the accessibility of their school counselor upon 
whom they depend for personal counseling; academic assis-
tance; career and college advisement; and modeling, guid-
ance, and support in a variety of individual endeavors and 
the developmental transitions that accompany the process of 
maturation.   
The data revealed five personal and professional qualities 
that students view as elements of counselor accessibility.  
They include authentic concern, trustworthiness, an interac-
tive presence, unconditional acceptance, and attuned empa-
thy.  The findings may inform the training and professional 
development of school counselors.  Duplication of the study 
in other contexts may support the findings and add a unique 
perspective on the preferences of students in specific geo-
graphical areas.  Future research on this topic could also in-
clude development and distribution of a survey based on the 
findings of this and any similar studies that exist at the time, 
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employ a mixed methods approach, and study a larger and 
more distributed population.  This could produce a compo-
site description of preferences that represents student pers-
pectives and generalizes to a broader population of high 
school students. 
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guidance in negotiating this pathway if they sense that the 
counselor is interested, accessible, and will help them 
through the developmental transitions that mark the journey 
from middle to late adolescence. 
A third implication is that counselors must practice ref-
lectively (Parsons, 2009).  An effective counselor engages in 
ongoing reflection whether she or he is involved in a coun-
seling session, a classroom presentation, or interacting with 
students in common areas.  Reflective practice heightens 
counselor awareness of the effect she or he may have in the 
moment and develops her or his sensitivity to student needs.  
Ultimately, reflective practice promotes an ongoing profes-
sional evolution and increasing effectiveness.  
A fourth implication regards the importance of defining 
one’s position as “counselor.” This is critical in the working 
context of schools due to the many roles a school counselor 
is expected to fill.  Effective school counselors are assertive 
in defining their role within schools as “agents of change.”  
This is contrary to the unfortunate stereotype of school 
counselors as an extension of the administration (Burnham 
& Jackson, 2000; Kaplan & Evans, 1999).  School counse-
lors must possess a rigorous commitment to being a counse-
lor.  They must know their purpose, set appropriate priori-
ties, and provide a balanced and comprehensive service to 
students.  Once defined as a “counselor,” the high school 
counselor must maintain the knowledge and assertiveness 
necessary to facilitate progressive growth of the counseling 
program while working in a collaborative manner with ad-
ministrators and teachers.  Counselors need “their best hu-
man relations and assertiveness skills” (Paisley & McMa-
hon, 2001, p.111) to establish and maintain professional 
boundaries and limit the amount of non-counseling duties in 
which they engage.  The effective school counselor is sensi-
tive to and attends to multiple student needs while promoting 
academic and relational success among all students (Erford, 
2007).  
A fifth implication is that high school counselors must 
purposefully make time for counseling.  Putting paperwork 
“on hold” may be necessary to allow time to counsel stu-
dents.  Students see counselors as potential advocates and 
allies; however, school counselors must be available, ap-
proachable, and attuned to student needs if they are to func-
tion as agents of change.  Individual and group counseling 
opportunities should be readily available to students.  Some 
non-counseling duties may need to be completed after 
school.  The reality of school counseling is that it is not an 
8:00 to 4:00 job if one truly wants to make a difference in 
student lives. 
The final implication is for counselors to demonstrate 
confidence and professional competence through maintain-
ing a current knowledge of counseling and related issues and 
continuing to develop their professional effectiveness.  
Counselors should be up-to-date on outcome-based practices 
in school counseling and their knowledge of theories and 
practices related to development, relationships, and learning.  
They should be informed regarding social, political, and 
educational issues that affect adolescents and their families 
and that create both stress and opportunity for youth.  Such 
awareness is a “tool” for understanding students and sup-
porting their learning and personal growth.  It emerges in the 
pursuit of ongoing education, reading professional literature, 
attending professional events, keeping up with local and na-
tional news, and interacting with other professionals in 
school counseling and related areas.  
Limitations 
Qualitative research is utilized to increase understanding and 
develop perspectives on an issue of interest.  While the find-
ings of this study are transferable, the use of purposive sam-
pling, a relatively small number of informants, and data col-
lection in three adjacent counties precludes broad generaliza-
tion of the results.  Thus the findings provide a form of local 
knowledge (Glaser, 2001) that reflects preferences of stu-
dents in a specific region.  
While it is plausible to assume that the preferences de-
scribed by informants in this study are comparable to those 
of high school students in similar contexts (small rural 
communities in the southwestern United States), the reader 
must keep in mind that any perspective is influenced by con-
text.  This study provides an increased understanding of stu-
dent preferences in regard to the qualities of high school 
counselors.  The findings may be used, with appropriate cau-
tion, by high school counselors and those who train and eva-
luate them to enhance student services.  The article also 
presents a pragmatic approach to research addressing student 
preferences that can be duplicated or done in modified form 
in order to create a more specific understanding of student 
preferences in a given context such as a school, school dis-
trict, or region.  
Conclusion 
In seeking student preferences regarding the personal and 
professional qualities of high school counselors, this study is 
unique in giving a voice to adolescents who utilize school 
counseling services.  A primary concern expressed by in-
formants was the accessibility of their school counselor upon 
whom they depend for personal counseling; academic assis-
tance; career and college advisement; and modeling, guid-
ance, and support in a variety of individual endeavors and 
the developmental transitions that accompany the process of 
maturation.   
The data revealed five personal and professional qualities 
that students view as elements of counselor accessibility.  
They include authentic concern, trustworthiness, an interac-
tive presence, unconditional acceptance, and attuned empa-
thy.  The findings may inform the training and professional 
development of school counselors.  Duplication of the study 
in other contexts may support the findings and add a unique 
perspective on the preferences of students in specific geo-
graphical areas.  Future research on this topic could also in-
clude development and distribution of a survey based on the 
findings of this and any similar studies that exist at the time, 
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employ a mixed methods approach, and study a larger and 
more distributed population.  This could produce a compo-
site description of preferences that represents student pers-
pectives and generalizes to a broader population of high 
school students. 
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School counselors engage in many roles, one of which has 
been described as a “scheduling guru” (Burhans, 1999).  
School counselors devote a significant amount of time to 
student scheduling and report this task as a “time robber” in 
their day and as excessive paper work (Hutchinson, Barrick, 
& Grove, 1986; Partin, 1993).  In addition, counselors argue 
scheduling takes time away from the more central counsel-
ing duties of individual and group counseling (Miller, 2002).  
It is not surprising school counselors have reported schedul-
ing as their least important function (Tennyson, Miller, 
Skovholt, & Williams, 1989) with counseling and consulting 
perceived as more important to their role in helping students. 
High school counselors relate spending 31% of their time 
on individual counseling with students, 48% of which was 
for educational counseling and most likely related to class 
scheduling (Partin, 1993).  These counselors revealed ap-
proximately 17% of their day was spent on administrative 
and clerical activities including scheduling duties that in-
volved activities other than directly meeting with students.  
In comparison, middle and elementary school counselors re-
ported spending 12% of the day at the middle school and 7% 
of the day at the elementary school on student scheduling.  
Therefore, high school counselors reported scheduling to be 
significantly more of a problem than did middle school or 
junior high school counselors (Hardesty & Dillard, 1994).  
Recognizing the problem, high school counselors reported 
the desired amount of time they would like to spend on ad-
ministrative and clerical duties including scheduling as 7% 
compared to the reported actual 17% (Partin, 1993).   
The previous data indicates a discrepancy exists between 
how high school counselors perceive their roles and the pro-
fessional expectations placed on them by the educational 
system, principals, and other administrators (Tennyson et al., 
1989).  School counselors report spending a tremendous 
amount of time on scheduling courses for students.  Re-
searchers (Borders & Drury, 1992) argue time spent on stu-
dent scheduling is taking away valuable time from the deve-
lopmental counseling goals of helping students formulate ca-
reer plans through small group or classroom guidance activi-
ties.  In 1989, Tennyson et al. put forth a call for computer 
programs to take over the administrative support function of 
scheduling so school counselors could be free to engage in 
other more meaningful activities.   
Borders and Drury (1992), in a review of thirty years of 
research in school counseling, describe comprehensive 
school counseling programs that discuss scheduling and 
placement activities under coordination duties of school 
counselors.  These authors report that while coordination ac-
tivities are “paramount to effective delivery of services” (p. 
489), it is very important that scheduling duties do not take 
too much of the time and attention of the school counselor.  
They further argue that when possible and “appropriate,” 
these coordination tasks should be given to support staff so 
counselors can dedicate most of their time to direct services.  
Coordination activities should be limited to those which in-
crease the program’s effectiveness and accountability.  
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Paisley and Borders (1995) expressed school counselors 
have experienced a “significant amount of role confusion 
and unambiguous clarity of focus in schools” (p. 151), and 
that school counselors are spending too much time on ad-
ministrative tasks such as scheduling while they should be 
providing direct counseling services to students. This role 
confusion has the potential to cause many frustrations for 
school counseling professionals.  One potential area of fru-
stration for secondary school counselors is the rationale for 
students in seeking changes in their schedules.  Students 
provide many reasons for changing schedules, and these rea-
sons may vary by school district and school policy.  Howev-
er, it is important to understand the motives for students 
electing to change their schedules.  This knowledge may 
help school counselors to be proactive during the pre-
enrollment process to ward off unnecessary schedule 
changes. 
Enrollment management activities occur through a colla-
borative effort between administrators, teachers, students, 
and school counselors.  These enrollment activities encom-
pass creation of academic plans (e.g., four year plans, 
NCAA requirements), pre-enrollment, actual master sche-
dule building, schedule corrections, and successful enroll-
ment into classes.  There is, however, great disparity in re-
porting empirical data regarding enrollment management ac-
tivities. A gap exists in the school counseling literature rela-
tive to reporting descriptive data on student requests for 
schedule changes, counselor time expended on schedule 
changes, and the fiscal cost to the district.  The literature, 
other than presenting desired percentage of time allocations 
for school counselors, is silent on these program manage-
ment issues.  
The purpose of this article is to present data on second-
ary student schedule changes gathered during the crucial pe-
riod just prior to a new beginning of an academic term.  
Such descriptive data may provide an incentive for school 
counseling programs to begin collecting information related 
to scheduling procedures to be utilized in data driven deci-
sion-making.  Embracing a proactive stance at the local level 
may clarify the school counseling time allocations related to 
scheduling revealed in the literature and enhance the indi-
vidual planning component of school counseling programs.  
This outcome research can provide concrete data for disse-
mination to administrators and boards of education for mak-
ing policy decisions.  
Method 
Participants 
The data in this study was gathered in a field study from 
1,835 high school students enrolled during the fall semester 
of 2002 in two Midwestern high schools in the same com-
munity school district with a combined enrollment of 3,075 
students.  Of the 1,835 students participating in this study, 
12% (n= 222) were in the 9th grade, 22% (n=404) were in 
the 10th grade, 27% (n=495) were in the 11th grade, and 34% 
(n=625) were in the 12th grade.  Female students comprised 
49% (n=886) of the sample and males 51% (n=929).  Stu-
dents who were new to the district accounted for 3% (n=64) 
of the students.  These new students were not omitted from 
the sample so an accurate descriptive baseline for the num-
ber of schedule requests and time obligations of secondary 
school counselors could be established.   
Procedures 
Data was collected as part of the program evaluation for the 
district’s comprehensive school counseling and guidance 
program.  The intent was to collect data to develop a basic 
understanding of school counselor service delivery during 
high periods of schedule changing at the beginning of the 
school year.  In addition, descriptive information regarding 
the number of student requests and reasons given for chang-
ing schedules were identified.  
Twelve secondary school counselors at the two high 
schools gathered descriptive data during designated times 
just prior to the beginning of a new fall term.  Two registra-
tion days were designated prior to the beginning of classes.  
During these two registration days, school counselors met 
with 37% of the students (n=684) requesting schedule 
changes.  One week prior to classes 111 (6%) students were 
seen for schedule changes.  School counselors met with 40% 
(n=738) of the students requesting schedule changes during 
the first week of classes.  Five percent (n=88) of the students 
met with school counselors during the second week of 
classes, and less than 1% (n=7) met with school counselors 
during the third week of classes.  Data indicating dates of 
requested schedule changes were missing for 11% (n=194) 
of the students in this study.  
Students were asked to identify the reason for their deci-
sion to request a schedule change. A tabular checklist was 
created to gather data.  Optional reasons were listed as: (a) 
early graduation, (b) early release, (c) failure of a class the 
previous year, (d) level change based on ability, (e) mistake 
in schedule, (f) new student registration, (g) parent request, 
(h) peers, (i) post secondary education, (j) special education, 
(k) teacher preference (student initiated), (l) teacher initiated 
request, and (m) work.  Students seeking assistance not re-
lated to schedules during this time period were categorized 
as not applicable to the topic being studied.  Counselors had 
an optional column to add qualitative data or comments.  In 
addition, a final column was included to identify when a 
counselor was unable to change the student’s schedule.  The 
data collection sheet utilized can be found in Figure 1.  
Results 
The district has a total school population of 3,075 students 
enrolled in grades 9 through 12 with 12 secondary school 
counselors.  The school counselor to student ratio is 1 to 
256.  All of the school counselors participated in the data 
collection.  Findings from a frequency distribution of the da-
ta indicate 1,835 (60%) of the enrolled secondary students in  
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scheduling takes time away from the more central counsel-
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It is not surprising school counselors have reported schedul-
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perceived as more important to their role in helping students. 
High school counselors relate spending 31% of their time 
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for educational counseling and most likely related to class 
scheduling (Partin, 1993).  These counselors revealed ap-
proximately 17% of their day was spent on administrative 
and clerical activities including scheduling duties that in-
volved activities other than directly meeting with students.  
In comparison, middle and elementary school counselors re-
ported spending 12% of the day at the middle school and 7% 
of the day at the elementary school on student scheduling.  
Therefore, high school counselors reported scheduling to be 
significantly more of a problem than did middle school or 
junior high school counselors (Hardesty & Dillard, 1994).  
Recognizing the problem, high school counselors reported 
the desired amount of time they would like to spend on ad-
ministrative and clerical duties including scheduling as 7% 
compared to the reported actual 17% (Partin, 1993).   
The previous data indicates a discrepancy exists between 
how high school counselors perceive their roles and the pro-
fessional expectations placed on them by the educational 
system, principals, and other administrators (Tennyson et al., 
1989).  School counselors report spending a tremendous 
amount of time on scheduling courses for students.  Re-
searchers (Borders & Drury, 1992) argue time spent on stu-
dent scheduling is taking away valuable time from the deve-
lopmental counseling goals of helping students formulate ca-
reer plans through small group or classroom guidance activi-
ties.  In 1989, Tennyson et al. put forth a call for computer 
programs to take over the administrative support function of 
scheduling so school counselors could be free to engage in 
other more meaningful activities.   
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Paisley and Borders (1995) expressed school counselors 
have experienced a “significant amount of role confusion 
and unambiguous clarity of focus in schools” (p. 151), and 
that school counselors are spending too much time on ad-
ministrative tasks such as scheduling while they should be 
providing direct counseling services to students. This role 
confusion has the potential to cause many frustrations for 
school counseling professionals.  One potential area of fru-
stration for secondary school counselors is the rationale for 
students in seeking changes in their schedules.  Students 
provide many reasons for changing schedules, and these rea-
sons may vary by school district and school policy.  Howev-
er, it is important to understand the motives for students 
electing to change their schedules.  This knowledge may 
help school counselors to be proactive during the pre-
enrollment process to ward off unnecessary schedule 
changes. 
Enrollment management activities occur through a colla-
borative effort between administrators, teachers, students, 
and school counselors.  These enrollment activities encom-
pass creation of academic plans (e.g., four year plans, 
NCAA requirements), pre-enrollment, actual master sche-
dule building, schedule corrections, and successful enroll-
ment into classes.  There is, however, great disparity in re-
porting empirical data regarding enrollment management ac-
tivities. A gap exists in the school counseling literature rela-
tive to reporting descriptive data on student requests for 
schedule changes, counselor time expended on schedule 
changes, and the fiscal cost to the district.  The literature, 
other than presenting desired percentage of time allocations 
for school counselors, is silent on these program manage-
ment issues.  
The purpose of this article is to present data on second-
ary student schedule changes gathered during the crucial pe-
riod just prior to a new beginning of an academic term.  
Such descriptive data may provide an incentive for school 
counseling programs to begin collecting information related 
to scheduling procedures to be utilized in data driven deci-
sion-making.  Embracing a proactive stance at the local level 
may clarify the school counseling time allocations related to 
scheduling revealed in the literature and enhance the indi-
vidual planning component of school counseling programs.  
This outcome research can provide concrete data for disse-
mination to administrators and boards of education for mak-
ing policy decisions.  
Method 
Participants 
The data in this study was gathered in a field study from 
1,835 high school students enrolled during the fall semester 
of 2002 in two Midwestern high schools in the same com-
munity school district with a combined enrollment of 3,075 
students.  Of the 1,835 students participating in this study, 
12% (n= 222) were in the 9th grade, 22% (n=404) were in 
the 10th grade, 27% (n=495) were in the 11th grade, and 34% 
(n=625) were in the 12th grade.  Female students comprised 
49% (n=886) of the sample and males 51% (n=929).  Stu-
dents who were new to the district accounted for 3% (n=64) 
of the students.  These new students were not omitted from 
the sample so an accurate descriptive baseline for the num-
ber of schedule requests and time obligations of secondary 
school counselors could be established.   
Procedures 
Data was collected as part of the program evaluation for the 
district’s comprehensive school counseling and guidance 
program.  The intent was to collect data to develop a basic 
understanding of school counselor service delivery during 
high periods of schedule changing at the beginning of the 
school year.  In addition, descriptive information regarding 
the number of student requests and reasons given for chang-
ing schedules were identified.  
Twelve secondary school counselors at the two high 
schools gathered descriptive data during designated times 
just prior to the beginning of a new fall term.  Two registra-
tion days were designated prior to the beginning of classes.  
During these two registration days, school counselors met 
with 37% of the students (n=684) requesting schedule 
changes.  One week prior to classes 111 (6%) students were 
seen for schedule changes.  School counselors met with 40% 
(n=738) of the students requesting schedule changes during 
the first week of classes.  Five percent (n=88) of the students 
met with school counselors during the second week of 
classes, and less than 1% (n=7) met with school counselors 
during the third week of classes.  Data indicating dates of 
requested schedule changes were missing for 11% (n=194) 
of the students in this study.  
Students were asked to identify the reason for their deci-
sion to request a schedule change. A tabular checklist was 
created to gather data.  Optional reasons were listed as: (a) 
early graduation, (b) early release, (c) failure of a class the 
previous year, (d) level change based on ability, (e) mistake 
in schedule, (f) new student registration, (g) parent request, 
(h) peers, (i) post secondary education, (j) special education, 
(k) teacher preference (student initiated), (l) teacher initiated 
request, and (m) work.  Students seeking assistance not re-
lated to schedules during this time period were categorized 
as not applicable to the topic being studied.  Counselors had 
an optional column to add qualitative data or comments.  In 
addition, a final column was included to identify when a 
counselor was unable to change the student’s schedule.  The 
data collection sheet utilized can be found in Figure 1.  
Results 
The district has a total school population of 3,075 students 
enrolled in grades 9 through 12 with 12 secondary school 
counselors.  The school counselor to student ratio is 1 to 
256.  All of the school counselors participated in the data 
collection.  Findings from a frequency distribution of the da-
ta indicate 1,835 (60%) of the enrolled secondary students in  
21November 2011
Portman, Wood, and Vivianni 
Journal of Counseling Research and Practice    Volume 2   Number 1
the district requested schedule changes over a 7-day period.  
Five percent (n=137) requested schedule changes the school 
counselors were unable to accommodate.  A frequency dis-
tribution of total enrollment by grade level revealed 27% of 
the 827 freshmen (n=222), 52% of the 773 sophomores 
(n=404), 67% of the 742 juniors (n=495) and 85% of the 733 
seniors (n= 625) in the school district elected to change their 
schedules.  There was no significant difference between 
males (n=929, 51%) and females (n=886, 49%) related to 
requests for schedule changes. 
Reasons for Requesting Schedule Change 
The top five reasons in order of highest frequency given by 
students (n=1,835) for changing their schedules were stu-
dents changing their minds in 38% (n=692) of cases, mistake 
in the schedule resulted in 12% (n=226) of changes, early re-
lease represented 9% (n=160) of the cases, teacher prefe-
rence initiated by the student yielded 6% (n=114) of the 
time, and changes related to ability level in classes 
represented 4%  (n=81) of changes.  The categories of parent 
requests for changes (n=62), new student registration 
(n=64), and failing a class from the previous year (n=62) 
each yielded 3% of the reasons for student schedule changes.  
Two percent of the students cited early graduation (n=44) 
 
 
and 2% (n=44) selected special education as the reasons for 
making schedule changes.  Less than 1% indicated their de-
cision to make a schedule change was based on peers 
(n=13), post secondary education (n=25), teacher request in-
itiated by teachers (n=24), or work (n=18).  In addition, less 
than 1% (n =10) of the students indicated the reasons pro-
vided for changing schedules did not apply to them.  
Seniors were the most likely group to request schedule 
changes considering 85% of all enrolled seniors requested a 
schedule change.  Juniors, sophomores, and freshmen fol-
lowed in descending order by percentages of schedule 
changes requested.  The primary reason for schedule change 
requests by 11th and 12th grade students was the student 
changed their minds.  Eliminating the student changed their 
mind category provides greater insight into specific reasons 
for students requesting schedule changes.  Seniors cited ear-
ly release and failure of a class the previous year as the pri-
mary motives for their requests.  Juniors expressed mistakes 
on the schedule and early release as their primary justifica-
tion for requesting schedule changes.  Sophomores reported 
mistakes on enrollment forms and teacher preferences as 
their greatest reasons for changing schedules.  Freshmen 
identified their top reason for changing their schedules was a 
mistake on the schedule.  Reasons given for schedule 
changes by grade level are displayed in Table 1.  
Figure 1.  Schedule Changing Log 2002-2003 
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 School Counselor Time Allocations 
School counselor time allocations devoted to changing sche-
dules provide additional information for consideration.  In 
this school district the majority of schedule changes oc-
curred over a seven day period during the two registration 
days prior to the first day of classes and the during the first 
week of classes.  An estimated cost to the school counseling 
program and the district can be calculated as follows by us-
ing the following formula:  (number of counselors) x (num-
ber of days) x (percentage of time allocated or expended) x 
(average daily salary including benefits) = (total financial 
cost to district).  For example, 12 school counselors dedicat-
ed 100% of their time for a total of 84 days of contracted 
time.  The average daily salary including benefits for school 
counselors in this district was $297.  Therefore, a conserva-
tive estimate of cost to the district in resources devoted to 
secondary schedule changes is $24,948.  The fiscal calcula-
tion increases to $49,896 when you consider the window for  
changing schedule occurs twice during a regular academic 
year for a total of 168 days devoted to schedule changes or 
7% of the overall salary budgeted for secondary school 
counselors in the district.  The fiscal calculations do not in-
clude the fiscal cost for other enrollment management activi-
ties or the amount of money expended on purchasing text-
books and materials based on pre-enrollment numbers that 
may change drastically when 60% of your student body 
moves from one class to another.  In addition, the loss of in-
structional time for teaching staff during the schedule 
change period is not included in the fiscal calculations.  
Discussion 
Results from this study indicate there is a need to further ex-
amine the procedures leading to schedule changes in sec-
ondary schools.  Identification of 60% of all enrolled sec-
ondary students and 85% of all seniors in this district as re-
questing schedule changes is a call for action.  Data driven 
decision-making relies on using quantifiable information to 
re-examine current practices.  Enrollment management prac-
tices in school counseling programs must be examined to in-
crease accountability and allow reform in these procedures.   
Fifty percent (n =906) of all student schedule change re-
quests in this sample were attributed to the students chang-
ing their minds or mistakes on the schedule.  Eliminating 
these two categories would reduce schedule changes by one-
half.  Concentration on eliminating or decreasing schedule 
change requests for students changing their mind, mistakes 
on schedule, early release, teacher preference, and changes 
related to ability level would account for 68% of the sche-
Table 1. Reasons for Schedule Change Requests by Grade Level (N=1,875) 
 
Reason Grade Levels 
9th 10th 11th 12th 
Student Changed Mind 61 148 227 245 
Mistake 72 61 50 42 
Early Release 0 13 47 98 
Teacher Preference initiated by student 16 41 26 25 
Failure of Class in Previous Year 14 20 28 62 
Abilities Level Change 17 19 29 16 
Parent Request for Schedule Change 16 17 12 14 
Post Secondary 0 0 25 25 
Special Education 7 12 10 13 
Teacher Request initiated by teacher 2 5 6 5 
Work 0 2 5 11 
New Student Registration 4 11 5 12 
Early Graduation 0 0 2 32 
Peer Reasons 2 4 3 4 
Not applicable 1 2 3 3 
Total Requests by Grade Level 222 404 495 625 
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the district requested schedule changes over a 7-day period.  
Five percent (n=137) requested schedule changes the school 
counselors were unable to accommodate.  A frequency dis-
tribution of total enrollment by grade level revealed 27% of 
the 827 freshmen (n=222), 52% of the 773 sophomores 
(n=404), 67% of the 742 juniors (n=495) and 85% of the 733 
seniors (n= 625) in the school district elected to change their 
schedules.  There was no significant difference between 
males (n=929, 51%) and females (n=886, 49%) related to 
requests for schedule changes. 
Reasons for Requesting Schedule Change 
The top five reasons in order of highest frequency given by 
students (n=1,835) for changing their schedules were stu-
dents changing their minds in 38% (n=692) of cases, mistake 
in the schedule resulted in 12% (n=226) of changes, early re-
lease represented 9% (n=160) of the cases, teacher prefe-
rence initiated by the student yielded 6% (n=114) of the 
time, and changes related to ability level in classes 
represented 4%  (n=81) of changes.  The categories of parent 
requests for changes (n=62), new student registration 
(n=64), and failing a class from the previous year (n=62) 
each yielded 3% of the reasons for student schedule changes.  
Two percent of the students cited early graduation (n=44) 
 
 
and 2% (n=44) selected special education as the reasons for 
making schedule changes.  Less than 1% indicated their de-
cision to make a schedule change was based on peers 
(n=13), post secondary education (n=25), teacher request in-
itiated by teachers (n=24), or work (n=18).  In addition, less 
than 1% (n =10) of the students indicated the reasons pro-
vided for changing schedules did not apply to them.  
Seniors were the most likely group to request schedule 
changes considering 85% of all enrolled seniors requested a 
schedule change.  Juniors, sophomores, and freshmen fol-
lowed in descending order by percentages of schedule 
changes requested.  The primary reason for schedule change 
requests by 11th and 12th grade students was the student 
changed their minds.  Eliminating the student changed their 
mind category provides greater insight into specific reasons 
for students requesting schedule changes.  Seniors cited ear-
ly release and failure of a class the previous year as the pri-
mary motives for their requests.  Juniors expressed mistakes 
on the schedule and early release as their primary justifica-
tion for requesting schedule changes.  Sophomores reported 
mistakes on enrollment forms and teacher preferences as 
their greatest reasons for changing schedules.  Freshmen 
identified their top reason for changing their schedules was a 
mistake on the schedule.  Reasons given for schedule 
changes by grade level are displayed in Table 1.  
Figure 1.  Schedule Changing Log 2002-2003 
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program and the district can be calculated as follows by us-
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amine the procedures leading to schedule changes in sec-
ondary schools.  Identification of 60% of all enrolled sec-
ondary students and 85% of all seniors in this district as re-
questing schedule changes is a call for action.  Data driven 
decision-making relies on using quantifiable information to 
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dule changes requested or 42% of the overall student 
enrollment in the secondary schools in this district.   
Limitations 
Categorically forced choices were used in this study and 
need to be examined in future studies.  The categorical 
choice of the student changing their mind is vague and in fu-
ture data collection should be eliminated or qualitatively ex-
plored through conversation to gain greater clarity.  Mistakes 
on enrollment forms might indicate a need for increased 
clerical inspection at the end of the pre-enrollment process.  
Although, all grade levels gave this rationale for schedule 
changes, a higher frequency was determined for the incom-
ing freshmen than other grade levels.  Careful consideration 
of sequencing freshman orientation to secondary curricu-
lums and completion of pre-enrollment procedures may help 
to eliminate some mistakes, especially given these students 
were in the beginning of their second semester of eighth 
grade when the pre-enrollment forms were completed. 
Some requests for schedule change were directly related 
to written school policies.  A student requesting early release 
from the school day is related to the attendance policies for 
this school district.  Each high school has policies in their re-
spective student handbooks related to dropping classes.  
These written policies include statements such as the follow-
ing: students are expected to be enrolled in a minimum of 5 
major courses during each semester; schedule changes may 
occur during the first three weeks of each semester without 
grade penalty; approval for the change must come from the 
teacher, assistant principal, and/or guidance counselor; and 
parents will be notified of any dropped classes.   
Teacher preference as a reason for changing a schedule 
may be relational or based on student word of mouth.  The 
number of schedule changes in this study related to teacher 
preference by students accounted for 6% of the overall re-
quests.  Future studies are needed to examine the underlying 
variables involved in changing a course because of teacher 
preference.  Whether the basis for change is a previous rela-
tionship with a teacher, a preference for varying levels of 
teacher academic accountability, or just social rumor passed 
among peers, this rationale for student choice has not been 
explored in the literature. 
Failure in a class the previous year is a legitimate motive 
for requesting a schedule change; however, most class fail-
ures are known immediately after the close of an academic 
term.  These changes could be identified and corrected with 
clerical oversight prior to the new academic year.  This may 
require additional contracted days outside of the regular 
school year. 
Implications for School Counseling 
Effective school counseling program management requires 
facing the challenges inherent in schedule changing as a part 
of ongoing evaluation and program accountability.  The re-
sults of this study indicate school counselors need to develop 
strategies to separate their role in individual planning from 
clerical tasks of schedule changing.  The findings provide 
concrete data related to one school district’s schedule change 
requests and the impact on the secondary school counseling 
program.  Other school counseling programs may use the in-
formation provided as a starting point for comparison.  The 
following recommendations are offered to school counselors 
for addressing the issue of secondary schedule changes: 
 Consider schedule changing within the context of the in-
dividual planning role of school counselors in enrollment 
management.  Enrollment management procedures con-
sist of determining the proper timing and personnel for 
pre-enrollment.  Revisit enrollment before school starts, 
possibly in June, by distributing student schedules thus 
allowing time for changing schedules prior to the begin-
ning of the academic year.  
 Revisit current policies and procedures related to sche-
duling, schedule changes, early release, and teacher pre-
ferences.  Establish and adhere to district policies that 
clearly articulate procedures for schedule changes. 
 List the rationale and needs for conducting early pre-
enrollment such as hiring teachers and staff, purchasing 
needed materials, accommodating student requests for 
advanced or ancillary classes, and determining budget.  
 Identify and meet the needs relevant to each particular 
grade level related to schedule changes. For example, if 
your school district allows early release, establish guide-
lines and procedures for students to identify this request 
early.    
 Concentrate on decreasing cases where students change 
their minds by dedicating more instructional time to stu-
dents during the pre-enrollment period.  This may require 
greater collaboration with classroom teachers, but it may 
equip students with more informed decision making 
skills.  
 Redistribute tasks to paraprofessionals so school counse-
lors can focus on academic individual planning.  For ex-
ample, multi-year academic plans, career portfolios, tran-
sitioning issues, collegiate regulations, admissions stan-
dards, and graduation requirements may be the focus of 
the school counselor.  Think outside of the box; schedule 
changing is the clerical side of academic planning. 
 Designate job responsibilities for clerical assistants 
which may include: (a) reviewing and comparing indi-
vidual schedules to student/counselor created multi-year 
academic plans and career goals in order to decrease mis-
takes on pre-enrollment forms, (b) reviewing all failed 
classes after grades are reported and checking schedules 
for necessary changes. 
 Instead of extending contracts for school counselors the 
first two weeks after school ends, move this contract to a 
summer appointment to address student academic plans. 
 Explore technology as an alternative to traditional 
enrollment management techniques. 
 Organize a focus group involving students, teachers, ad-
ministrators, and parents to discuss local data collected 
on schedule changing. 
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Many questions need to be answered.  The author sug-
gests three questions for further discussion in light of the da-
ta collected in this study.  First, are traditional pre-
enrollment practices currently used in secondary schools 
successful?  Second, what changes are necessary to be 
proactive in meeting student and school district needs when 
scheduling student classes?  And third, what changes are ne-
cessary to decrease the intense time allocations of school 
counseling professionals during the crucial period of a new 
academic year?  These questions need to be explored on the 
local level when evaluating district secondary school coun-
seling programs. 
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This paper identifies key experiences of refugee students and reviews how these children integrate into the formal 
schooling system in America.  Refugee children face specific challenges, and counseling services are critical for 
the students’ success.  Guidelines on counseling refugee students are limited.  The purpose of this article is to 
provide guiding suggestions for school counselors to effectively help refugee students by identifying roles, re-
sponsibilities, and functions of school counselors using the ASCA National Model.   
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The Geneva Convention of 1951 defines a refugee as some-
one who fears being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, or membership of a particular social group or 
political opinion and who is unable or is unwilling to return 
to the country of nationality (United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 1993).  The United States 
accepts the highest number of refugees in the world 
(UNHCR, 2008).  The native countries of refugees vary sig-
nificantly from year to year and are a reflection of events 
that occur across the globe.  Refugee youth are among the 
most vulnerable refugee subpopulation.   
Refugee children that have resettled across the United 
States have become part of the educational system.  There 
are multiple variables that affect the process of their success-
ful adaptation and participation in the American school sys-
tem.  In this paper, we generalize refugee experiences, but 
the reader should keep in mind that these experiences vary.  
In addition, although we describe common challenges that 
refugee students face in schools, focusing only on these po-
tential problems might lead to stigmatization and might be 
misleading and unfair (Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996; Weine 
et al., 2004).  It is important to consider that trauma and 
mental problems are not inherent in the migration and refu-
gee experiences (Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996).  Many refu-
gee youth successfully adapt to the host culture and school 
system in spite of the challenges and traumatic experiences 
(Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996).   
The basic premise of education is to serve all children 
regardless of who they are, where they come from, and what 
they bring or do not bring with them (Skrla & Scheurich, 
2003).  Within the American education system, school coun-
seling programs are founded on the principles of assisting all 
children to succeed.  We seek to define the professional 
school counselors’ role in helping refugee students to reach 
their full potential. 
Understanding Psychological Needs of Refugee 
Students 
Process of Displacement 
Refugees are forced to leave their homes and create a new 
life in another country.  Displacement involves the need to 
acquire a different language and to face issues of cultural 
conflict and minority status (Anderson, Hamilton, Moore, 
Loewen, & Frater-Mathieson, 2004).  When refugees arrive 
to a new country, they might experience a shift in identity in 
terms of their perception of themselves, especially if they 
had a privileged status in their country of origin (Farver, Na-
rang, & Bhadha, 2002).  Besides the initial culture shock and 
ongoing cultural adaptation, the new predetermined social 
system might force refugees into a different position in the 
societal hierarchy.  They start to recognize themselves as 
radical beings in the context of American society.  The sud- 
_______________________________________________ 
Correspondence regarding this article should be addressed to 
Bengu Erguner-Tekinalp, 212J Education Building, 3206 
University Avenue, Des Moines, Iowa 50311 or by email at 
bengu.tekinalp@drake.edu. 
 
Developing School Counseling Program for Refugee Students  
Journal of Counseling Research and Practice    Volume 2   Number 1
den experience of becoming the “other,” or the underrepre-
sented group, adds extra difficulties to the adaptation to a 
new culture and environment (Farver, Narang, & Bhadha, 
2002).  Becoming an ethnic and socio-economic minority 
may create ambiguous feelings, and the stress of such an 
identity shift might hinder the cultural adaptation.   
The process of migration and feelings of displacement 
can be explained by “the psychology of place” (Fullilove, 
1996, p. 6).  Loss of attachment to a familiar physical place 
adds additional stress on individuals (Anderson, Hamilton, 
Moore, Loewen, & Frater-Mathieson, 2004).   Humans are 
spatial beings, places are tied to our individual lives, and the 
place influences our personification and social relationships 
(Bachelard, 1994; Simms, 2008).  As Simms (2008) notes, 
“the place we call home is inscribed into our bodies; the 
street we call ours is the setting for our communal longing 
and belonging” (p. 87).  Therefore when refugees are relo-
cated, they lose touch not only with their homes but also 
their personal, spiritual, and emotional connections.  Such 
disconnect has an ultimate effect on their coping, accultura-
tion, adaptation, and survival (Anderson, Hamilton, Moore, 
Loewen, & Frater-Mathieson, 2004).    
Process of Relocation: Loss and Grief  
When working with refugee students it is important to con-
sider pre-, trans-, and post-migration issues (Anderson, 
Hamilton, Moore, Loewen, & Frater-Mathieson, 2004).  The 
transition of refugees occurs in three phases.  The first, es-
caping their home country, oftentimes happens quite sudden-
ly.  The second phase is characterized by a process of transi-
tion to a new country, at which they often find themselves in 
refugee camps, possibly for prolonged periods of time and 
with extreme deprivation.  Lastly, refugees arrive to a host 
country that is geographically, linguistically, and culturally 
different and in which they have limited resources.  Because 
of the possible trauma of the entire resettlement experience, 
it is important for counselors to not only focus on pre-
migration experiences, but also on trans-migration and final 
settlement conditions.   
Pre-migration issues are often traumatic and have tre-
mendous impact on refugee students’ mental health (Hyman, 
Beiser, & Vu, 1996).  Pre-migration trauma is identified as a 
factor that leads mental health problems such as depression, 
anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms, anger, and 
psychosomatic symptoms (Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996; Vil-
lalba, 2009; Zivcic, 1993).  Transmigration experiences can 
play a part in increasing or decreasing the refugee students’ 
vulnerability (Frater- Mathieson, 2004).  If they spent time 
in refugee camps, the length and conditions of their stay are 
important factors.  The transition process by itself can be a 
traumatic experience.  It is characterized by mixed feelings 
of relief of survival, sadness of displacement, and fear of the 
unknown future.  Post-migration conditions, availability of 
resources, and support systems determine the experiences of 
settlement to a new country as negative or positive.   
The nature of a refugee’s initial encounter with the host 
society determines the extent to which they adapt to the new 
culture (Anderson, 2004).  For example, in the United States, 
refugees are eligible for federal financial aid for approx-
imately six months after their arrival (U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, n.d.).  Other financial assis-
tance, such as help with rent, basic food, and transportation 
might be available in different states.  Refugees often expe-
rience poverty (Anderson, Hamilton, Moore, Loewen, & 
Frater-Mathieson, 2004; Brown, 2011).  In addition to po-
verty, their experiences of stigmatization, discrimination, 
and prejudice may add to the acculturation stress (Hyman, 
Beiser, & Vu, 1996; Villalba, 2009).   
Acculturation 
Acculturation is the process by which a non-dominant group 
engages in various levels of cultural exchange and participa-
tion with the dominant group (Berry, 2001).  Acculturation 
occurs in four phases.  Separation occurs when an individual 
refuses to participate in the target culture and prefers to re-
main immersed only in the culture of origin.  Immigrants 
and refugees become marginalized when they do not main-
tain their own cultural heritage and also reject participation 
with the dominant group.  Assimilation is defined by a lack 
of maintenance of the original culture while keeping a high 
level of contact with the target culture, and integration, the 
healthiest type of acculturation, occurs when immigrants are 
able to keep their own culture while interacting with the do-
minant group (Mana, Orr, & Mana, 2009).  While these ac-
culturation levels are typically applied to adults, similar ac-
culturation models have been established for adolescents and 
children.  Like adults, integration is the most successful 
phase for them (Berry, Phinney, Sam, & Vedder, 2006).  The 
nature and length of the acculturation process might be dif-
ferent for parents and their children. 
These different levels of cultural acquisition, labeled as 
dissonant acculturation (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001), create an 
acculturation gap (Piedra & Engstrom, 2009) for refugees.  
An acculturation gap may result in communication barriers, 
cultural incongruence, and family conflict that consequently 
increase levels of stress and identity conflict for adolescents 
(Hwang, 2006).  The faster adaptation of children results in 
the additional challenge of being asked to help with transla-
tion and system navigation by adults.  This type of role re-
versal creates additional conflict between parents and child-
ren (Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996) as the fear of loss of au-
thority experienced by parents can add to the acculturative 
stress (Villalba, 2009).   
Understanding Educational Needs of Refugee 
Students 
Considering the factors related to resettlement and accultura-
tion, a school’s role in providing necessary, sufficient re-
sources and experiences to accommodate and meet the needs 
of refugee children is critical as schools are the first and 
most extensive contact for refugees (Anderson, 2004).  
Schools, however, demonstrate rather limited ability to pro-
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The Geneva Convention of 1951 defines a refugee as some-
one who fears being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, or membership of a particular social group or 
political opinion and who is unable or is unwilling to return 
to the country of nationality (United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 1993).  The United States 
accepts the highest number of refugees in the world 
(UNHCR, 2008).  The native countries of refugees vary sig-
nificantly from year to year and are a reflection of events 
that occur across the globe.  Refugee youth are among the 
most vulnerable refugee subpopulation.   
Refugee children that have resettled across the United 
States have become part of the educational system.  There 
are multiple variables that affect the process of their success-
ful adaptation and participation in the American school sys-
tem.  In this paper, we generalize refugee experiences, but 
the reader should keep in mind that these experiences vary.  
In addition, although we describe common challenges that 
refugee students face in schools, focusing only on these po-
tential problems might lead to stigmatization and might be 
misleading and unfair (Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996; Weine 
et al., 2004).  It is important to consider that trauma and 
mental problems are not inherent in the migration and refu-
gee experiences (Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996).  Many refu-
gee youth successfully adapt to the host culture and school 
system in spite of the challenges and traumatic experiences 
(Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996).   
The basic premise of education is to serve all children 
regardless of who they are, where they come from, and what 
they bring or do not bring with them (Skrla & Scheurich, 
2003).  Within the American education system, school coun-
seling programs are founded on the principles of assisting all 
children to succeed.  We seek to define the professional 
school counselors’ role in helping refugee students to reach 
their full potential. 
Understanding Psychological Needs of Refugee 
Students 
Process of Displacement 
Refugees are forced to leave their homes and create a new 
life in another country.  Displacement involves the need to 
acquire a different language and to face issues of cultural 
conflict and minority status (Anderson, Hamilton, Moore, 
Loewen, & Frater-Mathieson, 2004).  When refugees arrive 
to a new country, they might experience a shift in identity in 
terms of their perception of themselves, especially if they 
had a privileged status in their country of origin (Farver, Na-
rang, & Bhadha, 2002).  Besides the initial culture shock and 
ongoing cultural adaptation, the new predetermined social 
system might force refugees into a different position in the 
societal hierarchy.  They start to recognize themselves as 
radical beings in the context of American society.  The sud- 
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den experience of becoming the “other,” or the underrepre-
sented group, adds extra difficulties to the adaptation to a 
new culture and environment (Farver, Narang, & Bhadha, 
2002).  Becoming an ethnic and socio-economic minority 
may create ambiguous feelings, and the stress of such an 
identity shift might hinder the cultural adaptation.   
The process of migration and feelings of displacement 
can be explained by “the psychology of place” (Fullilove, 
1996, p. 6).  Loss of attachment to a familiar physical place 
adds additional stress on individuals (Anderson, Hamilton, 
Moore, Loewen, & Frater-Mathieson, 2004).   Humans are 
spatial beings, places are tied to our individual lives, and the 
place influences our personification and social relationships 
(Bachelard, 1994; Simms, 2008).  As Simms (2008) notes, 
“the place we call home is inscribed into our bodies; the 
street we call ours is the setting for our communal longing 
and belonging” (p. 87).  Therefore when refugees are relo-
cated, they lose touch not only with their homes but also 
their personal, spiritual, and emotional connections.  Such 
disconnect has an ultimate effect on their coping, accultura-
tion, adaptation, and survival (Anderson, Hamilton, Moore, 
Loewen, & Frater-Mathieson, 2004).    
Process of Relocation: Loss and Grief  
When working with refugee students it is important to con-
sider pre-, trans-, and post-migration issues (Anderson, 
Hamilton, Moore, Loewen, & Frater-Mathieson, 2004).  The 
transition of refugees occurs in three phases.  The first, es-
caping their home country, oftentimes happens quite sudden-
ly.  The second phase is characterized by a process of transi-
tion to a new country, at which they often find themselves in 
refugee camps, possibly for prolonged periods of time and 
with extreme deprivation.  Lastly, refugees arrive to a host 
country that is geographically, linguistically, and culturally 
different and in which they have limited resources.  Because 
of the possible trauma of the entire resettlement experience, 
it is important for counselors to not only focus on pre-
migration experiences, but also on trans-migration and final 
settlement conditions.   
Pre-migration issues are often traumatic and have tre-
mendous impact on refugee students’ mental health (Hyman, 
Beiser, & Vu, 1996).  Pre-migration trauma is identified as a 
factor that leads mental health problems such as depression, 
anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms, anger, and 
psychosomatic symptoms (Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996; Vil-
lalba, 2009; Zivcic, 1993).  Transmigration experiences can 
play a part in increasing or decreasing the refugee students’ 
vulnerability (Frater- Mathieson, 2004).  If they spent time 
in refugee camps, the length and conditions of their stay are 
important factors.  The transition process by itself can be a 
traumatic experience.  It is characterized by mixed feelings 
of relief of survival, sadness of displacement, and fear of the 
unknown future.  Post-migration conditions, availability of 
resources, and support systems determine the experiences of 
settlement to a new country as negative or positive.   
The nature of a refugee’s initial encounter with the host 
society determines the extent to which they adapt to the new 
culture (Anderson, 2004).  For example, in the United States, 
refugees are eligible for federal financial aid for approx-
imately six months after their arrival (U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, n.d.).  Other financial assis-
tance, such as help with rent, basic food, and transportation 
might be available in different states.  Refugees often expe-
rience poverty (Anderson, Hamilton, Moore, Loewen, & 
Frater-Mathieson, 2004; Brown, 2011).  In addition to po-
verty, their experiences of stigmatization, discrimination, 
and prejudice may add to the acculturation stress (Hyman, 
Beiser, & Vu, 1996; Villalba, 2009).   
Acculturation 
Acculturation is the process by which a non-dominant group 
engages in various levels of cultural exchange and participa-
tion with the dominant group (Berry, 2001).  Acculturation 
occurs in four phases.  Separation occurs when an individual 
refuses to participate in the target culture and prefers to re-
main immersed only in the culture of origin.  Immigrants 
and refugees become marginalized when they do not main-
tain their own cultural heritage and also reject participation 
with the dominant group.  Assimilation is defined by a lack 
of maintenance of the original culture while keeping a high 
level of contact with the target culture, and integration, the 
healthiest type of acculturation, occurs when immigrants are 
able to keep their own culture while interacting with the do-
minant group (Mana, Orr, & Mana, 2009).  While these ac-
culturation levels are typically applied to adults, similar ac-
culturation models have been established for adolescents and 
children.  Like adults, integration is the most successful 
phase for them (Berry, Phinney, Sam, & Vedder, 2006).  The 
nature and length of the acculturation process might be dif-
ferent for parents and their children. 
These different levels of cultural acquisition, labeled as 
dissonant acculturation (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001), create an 
acculturation gap (Piedra & Engstrom, 2009) for refugees.  
An acculturation gap may result in communication barriers, 
cultural incongruence, and family conflict that consequently 
increase levels of stress and identity conflict for adolescents 
(Hwang, 2006).  The faster adaptation of children results in 
the additional challenge of being asked to help with transla-
tion and system navigation by adults.  This type of role re-
versal creates additional conflict between parents and child-
ren (Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996) as the fear of loss of au-
thority experienced by parents can add to the acculturative 
stress (Villalba, 2009).   
Understanding Educational Needs of Refugee 
Students 
Considering the factors related to resettlement and accultura-
tion, a school’s role in providing necessary, sufficient re-
sources and experiences to accommodate and meet the needs 
of refugee children is critical as schools are the first and 
most extensive contact for refugees (Anderson, 2004).  
Schools, however, demonstrate rather limited ability to pro-
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vide faculty, staff, and administrators with knowledge, train-
ing, and resources appropriate and necessary to address the 
needs of refugee students (Szente & Hoot, 2006).  Differ-
ences in previous schooling, level of change of lifestyle, 
availability of family support, change in home situation, and 
possible past traumatic experiences represent just a sample 
of the larger set of issues that affect the academic perfor-
mance of refugee children (Rutter, 2003).  Most often, the 
school does not immediately consider these, and students are 
accommodated based solely on their need to develop the 
English language.  There are significant differences with re-
spect to students’ language experiences.  Some refugee stu-
dents have had various degrees of previous second language 
learning experiences as they have resided in refugee camps 
and settlements in different countries while formal instruc-
tion in their native language may have been quite limited.   
The need for looking further than students’ experiences 
with language is determined by the previous educational ex-
periences of refugee students.  They vary greatly, similarly 
to and in reflection of their life changing resettling transi-
tions.  Some students may lack formal schooling, or at least 
over a prolonged time, while others might have experienced 
regular school attendance, possibly followed by shorter or 
longer interruptions due to relocation.  These significant var-
iations further contribute to the complexity of the process of 
adaptation (Anderson, 2004).  Lack of knowledge about pre-
vious school systems, curriculum, and language experiences 
would seriously limit the ability to provide adequate services 
to refugee students.   
School counselors play a key role in establishing these 
background factors.  In addition to being aware and reflec-
tive of students’ past life experiences, they must collect in-
formation regarding countries in which refugee students 
have attended school, beliefs about the role of formal 
schooling in one’s life, the relevance of education to social 
status, methods of student discipline, relationships between 
students and teachers, and the role of parents in education 
(Kirova, 2006; Hamilton, 2004).  Additional factors such as 
understanding traditional and previous experiences with 
adults in positions of authority can also influence students’ 
attitudes toward schooling and affect the level of participa-
tion and their willingness to integrate in a formal school en-
vironment.  School counselors could become the key link 
between refugee students and teachers working to establish 
productive academic relationships.   
School Counselor Roles: ASCA Model  
In light of the individual and educational considerations de-
scribed above, it is important that counselors re-evaluate 
their roles and responsibilities to effectively serve refugee 
students.  The American School Counseling Association 
(ASCA) developed a national model as a guiding framework 
to develop comprehensive, developmental, and systematic 
school counseling programs (ASCA, 2005) which can in-
form the development of practices that address the unique 
needs of refugee children.  In the next section we offer a 
guide to school counselors to effectively serve refugee stu-
dents in terms of enhancing their academic, career, and per-
sonal/social development.  An abbreviated version of the 
recommendations based on the ASCA model is presented in 
Table 1.  The amount of time the school counselors spend on 
different components and activities vary by grade level.  
Thus, we present only general suggestions applicable in both 
elementary and secondary levels.  A detailed guide for sec-
ondary school counselors was developed by the Minnesota 
Department of Education (2010) and can be used as a refer-
ence.   
Foundation 
ASCA national model defines “Foundation” as an examina-
tion of the core beliefs that the program is built upon 
(ASCA, 2005).  In order to work effectively with refugee 
students, the program mission should be culturally relevant 
and inclusive and should reflect the cultural demographics of 
the school (Arredondo & Arciniega, 2001; Villalba, Akos, 
Keeter, & Ames, 2007).  School counselors should develop 
cultural competencies that include developing awareness on 
how their personal beliefs on immigration and refugee legis-
lation and political discussions may affect and potentially 
impair their program development and delivery.  It is also 
helpful for school counselors to be knowledgeable of histor-
ical and current sociopolitical influences that may impact 
refugee students.  In order to build school counseling pro-
grams on a strong foundation, school counselors must identi-
fy the sources of potential challenges for refugee students.  
This includes advocating and challenging school structures 
and practices (Hamilton & Moore, 2004).  Building a strong 
foundation is important, as school experiences should not 
echo these students’ past traumatic experiences.  The school 
counseling program should promote experience of justice 
and fairness (Blackwell & Melzak, 2000).   
Delivery System 
A school counseling program delivery system grants the de-
livery of services through three program elements: the guid-
ance curriculum, individual student planning, and responsive 
services (ASCA, 2005; Cobia & Henderson, 2007).   
 
Guidance curriculum.  Guidance curriculum should 
have activities to educate host country students about cultur-
al diversity.  Therefore the curriculum should help the elimi-
nation of stereotypes and prejudices about refugees (Cle-
mente & Collison, 2000; Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996) 
through classroom instruction, small group discussion, guid-
ance activities, and parent or local presenters.  Guidance cur-
riculum should also promote the integration of refugee stu-
dents in the school system by respecting and supporting their 
cultural values and practices.  Including refugee students’ 
culture, history, and language in the program serves to facili-
tate resilience as it promotes ethnic pride as one having posi-
tive ethnic identity (Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996).  Such cur-
riculum will also enhance a sense of familiarity and belong- 
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Table 1. Suggestions to School Counselors Based on ASCA National Model 
 
 
ASCA National Model  
Components 
 
Suggestions 
 
Foundation 
  
Inclusive and reflective program mission  
School counselors should develop awareness and knowledge 
Identify sources of challenge 
School counseling program should promote justice and fairness 
 
Delivery  
System 
 
Guidance  
Curriculum 
 
Educate host country students to prevent stereotypes and prejudice 
Promote integration of refugee students 
Promote ethnic pride for resiliency 
Enhance sense of familiarity and belongingness 
Prevent bullying  
  
Individual 
Student  
Planning 
 
Advocate and be system change agent by challenging systemic barriers 
Use authentic and alternative assessment 
Encourage extracurricular activities 
Teach refugee students about the general educational system in USA and in the state 
  
Responsive  
Services 
 
Rebuild constancy 
Be inclusive in the definition of family 
Conduct English classes for families 
Develop knowledge on signs of stress, anxiety and trauma 
Focus on pre, trans and post migration issues 
Educate about counseling services, pay attention to cultural differences in help seeking 
Conduct comprehensive assessment 
Be creative build rapport 
Reach out to families for their mental health needs 
Incorporate cultural adaptation into group counseling 
Use variety of counseling methods 
  
Systems  
Support 
 
Collaborate with teachers and administrators 
Provide ongoing training and professional development  
Seek consultation from community 
 
Management 
System  
 
Advisory council should have members representing refugee groups 
Help teachers to incorporate culture in their courses 
Work closely with ELL teachers 
Provide support to teachers to deal with vicarious trauma 
Build bridges with the community 
 
Accountability 
  
Use alternative methods to evaluate the program 
Use desegregated data 
Demonstrate the effectiveness of services and further needs 
 
ness and will create a new safe "psychology of place".  
Blackwell and Melzak (2000) stated that refugee students 
are one of the groups that are bullied in schools.  It is impor-
tant for school counselors to educate the host students on 
respecting differences and reaching out to refugee students.  
The school system could be intimidating to refugee students, 
but since they would rarely seek help on their own, school 
counselors could lead the supporting effort to help them feel  
welcome and understand educational traditions.   
 
Individual student planning. School counselors need 
to ensure that all students, including refugee students, have 
active and constantly evolving academic and career plans 
(ASCA, 2005).  Schools often fail to consider that refugee 
students’ academic performance is limited by their lack of 
knowledge and experience on how to navigate the American 
school system.  For example, students who have studied in a 
country with a predetermined national curriculum might not 
understand the importance of course sequencing, graduation 
28 November 2011
Erguner-Tekinalp, Ilieva, and Williams 
Journal of Counseling Research and Practice    Volume 2   Number 1
vide faculty, staff, and administrators with knowledge, train-
ing, and resources appropriate and necessary to address the 
needs of refugee students (Szente & Hoot, 2006).  Differ-
ences in previous schooling, level of change of lifestyle, 
availability of family support, change in home situation, and 
possible past traumatic experiences represent just a sample 
of the larger set of issues that affect the academic perfor-
mance of refugee children (Rutter, 2003).  Most often, the 
school does not immediately consider these, and students are 
accommodated based solely on their need to develop the 
English language.  There are significant differences with re-
spect to students’ language experiences.  Some refugee stu-
dents have had various degrees of previous second language 
learning experiences as they have resided in refugee camps 
and settlements in different countries while formal instruc-
tion in their native language may have been quite limited.   
The need for looking further than students’ experiences 
with language is determined by the previous educational ex-
periences of refugee students.  They vary greatly, similarly 
to and in reflection of their life changing resettling transi-
tions.  Some students may lack formal schooling, or at least 
over a prolonged time, while others might have experienced 
regular school attendance, possibly followed by shorter or 
longer interruptions due to relocation.  These significant var-
iations further contribute to the complexity of the process of 
adaptation (Anderson, 2004).  Lack of knowledge about pre-
vious school systems, curriculum, and language experiences 
would seriously limit the ability to provide adequate services 
to refugee students.   
School counselors play a key role in establishing these 
background factors.  In addition to being aware and reflec-
tive of students’ past life experiences, they must collect in-
formation regarding countries in which refugee students 
have attended school, beliefs about the role of formal 
schooling in one’s life, the relevance of education to social 
status, methods of student discipline, relationships between 
students and teachers, and the role of parents in education 
(Kirova, 2006; Hamilton, 2004).  Additional factors such as 
understanding traditional and previous experiences with 
adults in positions of authority can also influence students’ 
attitudes toward schooling and affect the level of participa-
tion and their willingness to integrate in a formal school en-
vironment.  School counselors could become the key link 
between refugee students and teachers working to establish 
productive academic relationships.   
School Counselor Roles: ASCA Model  
In light of the individual and educational considerations de-
scribed above, it is important that counselors re-evaluate 
their roles and responsibilities to effectively serve refugee 
students.  The American School Counseling Association 
(ASCA) developed a national model as a guiding framework 
to develop comprehensive, developmental, and systematic 
school counseling programs (ASCA, 2005) which can in-
form the development of practices that address the unique 
needs of refugee children.  In the next section we offer a 
guide to school counselors to effectively serve refugee stu-
dents in terms of enhancing their academic, career, and per-
sonal/social development.  An abbreviated version of the 
recommendations based on the ASCA model is presented in 
Table 1.  The amount of time the school counselors spend on 
different components and activities vary by grade level.  
Thus, we present only general suggestions applicable in both 
elementary and secondary levels.  A detailed guide for sec-
ondary school counselors was developed by the Minnesota 
Department of Education (2010) and can be used as a refer-
ence.   
Foundation 
ASCA national model defines “Foundation” as an examina-
tion of the core beliefs that the program is built upon 
(ASCA, 2005).  In order to work effectively with refugee 
students, the program mission should be culturally relevant 
and inclusive and should reflect the cultural demographics of 
the school (Arredondo & Arciniega, 2001; Villalba, Akos, 
Keeter, & Ames, 2007).  School counselors should develop 
cultural competencies that include developing awareness on 
how their personal beliefs on immigration and refugee legis-
lation and political discussions may affect and potentially 
impair their program development and delivery.  It is also 
helpful for school counselors to be knowledgeable of histor-
ical and current sociopolitical influences that may impact 
refugee students.  In order to build school counseling pro-
grams on a strong foundation, school counselors must identi-
fy the sources of potential challenges for refugee students.  
This includes advocating and challenging school structures 
and practices (Hamilton & Moore, 2004).  Building a strong 
foundation is important, as school experiences should not 
echo these students’ past traumatic experiences.  The school 
counseling program should promote experience of justice 
and fairness (Blackwell & Melzak, 2000).   
Delivery System 
A school counseling program delivery system grants the de-
livery of services through three program elements: the guid-
ance curriculum, individual student planning, and responsive 
services (ASCA, 2005; Cobia & Henderson, 2007).   
 
Guidance curriculum.  Guidance curriculum should 
have activities to educate host country students about cultur-
al diversity.  Therefore the curriculum should help the elimi-
nation of stereotypes and prejudices about refugees (Cle-
mente & Collison, 2000; Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996) 
through classroom instruction, small group discussion, guid-
ance activities, and parent or local presenters.  Guidance cur-
riculum should also promote the integration of refugee stu-
dents in the school system by respecting and supporting their 
cultural values and practices.  Including refugee students’ 
culture, history, and language in the program serves to facili-
tate resilience as it promotes ethnic pride as one having posi-
tive ethnic identity (Hyman, Beiser, & Vu, 1996).  Such cur-
riculum will also enhance a sense of familiarity and belong- 
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Table 1. Suggestions to School Counselors Based on ASCA National Model 
 
 
ASCA National Model  
Components 
 
Suggestions 
 
Foundation 
  
Inclusive and reflective program mission  
School counselors should develop awareness and knowledge 
Identify sources of challenge 
School counseling program should promote justice and fairness 
 
Delivery  
System 
 
Guidance  
Curriculum 
 
Educate host country students to prevent stereotypes and prejudice 
Promote integration of refugee students 
Promote ethnic pride for resiliency 
Enhance sense of familiarity and belongingness 
Prevent bullying  
  
Individual 
Student  
Planning 
 
Advocate and be system change agent by challenging systemic barriers 
Use authentic and alternative assessment 
Encourage extracurricular activities 
Teach refugee students about the general educational system in USA and in the state 
  
Responsive  
Services 
 
Rebuild constancy 
Be inclusive in the definition of family 
Conduct English classes for families 
Develop knowledge on signs of stress, anxiety and trauma 
Focus on pre, trans and post migration issues 
Educate about counseling services, pay attention to cultural differences in help seeking 
Conduct comprehensive assessment 
Be creative build rapport 
Reach out to families for their mental health needs 
Incorporate cultural adaptation into group counseling 
Use variety of counseling methods 
  
Systems  
Support 
 
Collaborate with teachers and administrators 
Provide ongoing training and professional development  
Seek consultation from community 
 
Management 
System  
 
Advisory council should have members representing refugee groups 
Help teachers to incorporate culture in their courses 
Work closely with ELL teachers 
Provide support to teachers to deal with vicarious trauma 
Build bridges with the community 
 
Accountability 
  
Use alternative methods to evaluate the program 
Use desegregated data 
Demonstrate the effectiveness of services and further needs 
 
ness and will create a new safe "psychology of place".  
Blackwell and Melzak (2000) stated that refugee students 
are one of the groups that are bullied in schools.  It is impor-
tant for school counselors to educate the host students on 
respecting differences and reaching out to refugee students.  
The school system could be intimidating to refugee students, 
but since they would rarely seek help on their own, school 
counselors could lead the supporting effort to help them feel  
welcome and understand educational traditions.   
 
Individual student planning. School counselors need 
to ensure that all students, including refugee students, have 
active and constantly evolving academic and career plans 
(ASCA, 2005).  Schools often fail to consider that refugee 
students’ academic performance is limited by their lack of 
knowledge and experience on how to navigate the American 
school system.  For example, students who have studied in a 
country with a predetermined national curriculum might not 
understand the importance of course sequencing, graduation 
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planning, and the role of students and parents in the process.  
In this case, school counselors have important roles in help-
ing students and families learn the educational system.   
Individual student planning should further include au-
thentic or alternative assessments for refugee students in or-
der to assess knowledge in content areas to guide most ap-
propriate placement in academic classes (Fong, 2007a).  
School counselors should consider that refugee students may 
need more language support in advanced classes.  They 
should also encourage and support refugee students to par-
ticipate in extracurricular activities.  These activities have an 
important role in successful acculturation (Villalba, Akos, 
Keeter, & Ames, 2007) and have the potential to provide an 
experience of accomplishment.   
 
Responsive services.  Individual or group counsel-
ing, consultation with other professionals and refugees in the 
community, peer facilitation, and peer mentorship are exam-
ples of interventions that school counselors can establish.  
Constancy has been missing in refugee students’ lives.  See-
ing and talking to the same people might help to rebuild con-
stancy.   
When working with families, school counselors must be 
inclusive in their definition of "family. "  If culturally appro-
priate, include grandparents, uncles, and family friends and 
understand that their families are spread around the world 
when assessing, conceptualizing presenting issues, and iden-
tifying psychological support (Weine, et al., 2004).  School 
counselors can act as a liaison to help the refugee families 
become aware of community organizations that can offer 
support and assistance.  School counselors can advocate for 
(a) designating a bicultural/bilingual liaison between school 
and parents, (b) organizing home visit by school personnel, 
(c) hiring interpreters for parent-teacher conferences, (d) or-
ganizing special after school events that involve parents, and 
(e) providing orientations to refugee families (Birman, 
Weinstein, Chan, & Beehler, 2007). 
 
Individual counseling.  Refugee students often have 
experienced life-changing events that are unthinkable to the 
majority of their teachers and peers (Anderson, 2004).  The 
influence of these events on students’ readiness and willing-
ness to participate in a structured academic life should be 
considered.  Because of the intense trauma that refugee stu-
dents might have experienced, they are often found to be 
withdrawn, aggressive, unable to concentrate, anxious, or 
hyperactive (Coelho, 1998).  Providing individual counsel-
ing to refugee students is vital as quite often their mental 
health needs remain unmet (Brown, Miller, & Mitchell, 
2006).  However, school counselors must be careful about 
bringing up the past trauma (Weine, et al., 2004) and should 
not expect refugee students to talk about their trauma.  When 
refugee students decline to talk about their past, it is not a 
sign of avoidance or resistance; it may very well be how 
they cope with the trauma.  Catharsis as a way of healing 
may not be supported by their culture.  Students might hesi-
tate sharing sensitive information related to their well being 
as this might be considered shameful, inappropriate, and a 
sign of weakness.   
When working with refugee students, school counselors 
should not only pay attention to pre-migration issues but also 
trans- and post-migration conditions.  School counselors 
must be knowledgeable about trauma issues in order to make 
appropriate referrals.  For many refugee students and their 
parents, counseling services are unfamiliar (Anderson, 
2004).  It is important for school counselors to reach out and 
introduce themselves as well as inform and educate about 
their role and provided services (Padilla, 1996; Villalba, 
Akos, Keeter, & Ames, 2007).  Developing brochures in na-
tive languages, consulting the individuals in the larger com-
munity to learn about the cultural attitudes towards counsel-
ing, and having resources in native languages are important.  
Quite often, individuals in the community are willing to 
complete the translations and volunteer their services.  
Therefore, it is not a matter of financial resources but school 
counselors leaving their comfort zones and partnering with 
the larger community.  In the assessment process, school 
counselors must be cognizant of the factors such as student's 
degree of acculturation, country of origin, amount of time he 
or she has lived in the area, English proficiency, socioeco-
nomic status, and reports of discrimination (Clemente & 
Collison, 2000; Fong, 2007a).  Assessment and interventions 
should be strength based, empowering, grounded in cultural 
values, and inclusive of indigenous methods of healing.   
Establishing a strong counseling relationship can be 
more challenging as some of these students have learned not 
to trust others (Blackwell & Melzak, 2000).  One way to es-
tablish rapport can be learning salutations and common ex-
pressions in students’ native language (Villalba, Akos, Kee-
ter, & Ames, 2007).  School counselors should learn to pro-
nounce students’ names and make an effort to pronounce 
them correctly.  When working with refugee students, school 
counselors should take small steps and focus on one goal at a 
time.  They must ensure that they are not only seeing these 
students from the victim perspective but seeing their 
strengths and abilities (Morland, 2007).   
 
Group counseling.  Counseling groups might focus on 
life in a new school, coping with discrimination, career or 
higher education options, or coping with difficulty acquiring 
a new language as well as good memories and resilience.  
Counselors should use a variety of methods when working 
with students with limited language skills such as play ther-
apy, art therapy, and music therapy.  Fong (2007b) recom-
mends that counselors consider cultural values as strengths 
and build their interventions based on the values of their 
clients.  Bi-culturation of interventions is recommended as a 
culturally competent contextual practice.  Use of the ecolog-
ical approach, assessing and intervening on macro, meso, 
and micro levels, is also recommended for practitioners 
working with refugee students (Furuto, 2007). 
  
  Systems support.  School counselors should work 
toward making the school “the central setting where various 
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communities could come together” (Anderson, 2004, p.  81). 
Collaborating with members and leaders of refugee com-
munities and with teachers in the school is crucial to develop 
an understanding of refugee students’ needs.  As schools 
work toward better serving refugee students as part of their 
internal challenges (Blackwell & Melzak, 2000), counselors 
should act as advocates and system change agents as parents 
may not have the strength, language skills, or social capital 
to challenge the system.  School counselors should provide 
training to teachers and staff to help them work effectively 
with refugee students.  For example, challenging behaviors 
of refugee students can possibly be a manifestation of differ-
ent cultural norms and expectations rather than unwilling-
ness to learn.  Seeking consultation from community mem-
bers to learn about the ways in which personal and mental 
health issues are handled in the students’ native countries 
and within their families is important.  School counselors 
can establish collaborative relationships with community 
agencies that provide services to refugees.  They should act 
as leaders in their schools and districts to create a collabora-
tive system which facilitates integrating refugee students in 
schools while still allowing for recognition and respect to the 
traditional ways familiar to students.   
Management System 
School counselors should work with teachers and adminis-
trators to provide accommodations, redesign existing struc-
tures and programs, and adjust and add to existing school 
practices in order to promote integration of refugee students.  
Working closely with administrators may ensure that guid-
ance curriculum is embedded into the overall school curricu-
lum.  The formation of an advisory council may provide 
support and include ethnic community members who can 
advocate for the specific cultural and mental health needs of 
refugee students.  Members of specific communities can act 
as cultural brokers helping school counselors understand 
their refugee students within their cultural context.   
School counselors should help content area teachers in-
corporate cultural aspects of various groups into the curricu-
lum in the following ways:  
 Assist social studies teachers in the creation of multi-
linear historical narratives for various cultural groups 
in the class to both educate the host students and hon-
or the cultures of refugee students.  
 Work closely with English language learner (ELL) 
teachers (Clemente & Collison, 2000). 
 Inform teachers on the amount and appropriate me-
thods needed to communicate with students.   
Incomplete information and lack of support may be frustrat-
ing for teachers and the stories also can be distressing or dis-
turbing to them.  School counselors should be available to 
provide information and support.   
School counselors can also establish bridges with the 
community (Hobbs & Collison, 1995).  Volunteers and 
teacher aids from the country of origin provide sense of fa-
miliarity, support, and guidance to students.  School counse-
lors must also consult with mental health professionals, child 
consultation agencies, and immigration and refugee services.  
Refugee students receive services and attend programs for 
the larger group of students who are labeled “immigrants,” 
“minorities,” or “English language learners.” There are, 
however, specific issues that originate in the nature of refu-
gee experiences which are not addressed within the existing 
programs (Hamilton & Moore, 2004).  School counselors 
must make sure that the services refugee students receive 
meet their specific educational and psychological needs.   
Accountability 
School counselors have responsibilities to demonstrate the 
success of their programs.  Alternative data collection me-
thods should be considered to reflect the refugee students’ 
experiences.  School counselors can demonstrate the ways in 
which the services are helpful to refugee students such as in-
creased school engagement, closing achievement gaps, pa-
rental involvement, and school atmosphere.  Using disaggre-
gated data of refugee student academic progress, attendance, 
extracurricular activity participation, school-wide behavioral 
referrals, and percentages of free/reduced lunch participation 
can be helpful to develop better services to refugee students 
(Villalba, Akos, Keeter, & Ames, 2007).  In today’s climate 
of imposing high stake tests for achievement standards, it is 
easy to oversee the unique development and progress of ref-
ugee students.  School counselors should align the focus on 
the educational progress of refugee students with their per-
sonal needs. 
Conclusion 
Schools have a critical role in providing necessary and suffi-
cient resources to refugee students and their families (An-
derson, 2004).  School counselors can help create an envi-
ronment where refugee children are growing, learning, and 
developing.  In general, school counseling programs have 
been criticized for insufficient attention to cultural concerns, 
scarce effectiveness research, lack of developmental theory, 
and too little focus on prevention efforts (Gysbers & Lapan, 
2009).  The failure to address the needs of refugee students 
results in missed opportunities to build upon existing struc-
tures and to create an environment where refugee students’ 
wellbeing is in the focus of educational experiences.  Refu-
gees experience a variety of challenges from changes on so-
cial status to acculturation and cultural adaptation upon en-
tering the settlement country (Anderson, Hamilton, Moore, 
Loewen, & Frater-Mathieson, 2004).   
Further research is needed to explore the experiences, 
challenges, and practices of teachers, professional school 
counselors, and school and district leaders who work with 
refugee students.  There is also need for studies that identify 
potential systemic barriers and other challenges presented by 
the ethnocentric educational system.  Further research ex-
ploring the ways refugee families and students deal with 
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planning, and the role of students and parents in the process.  
In this case, school counselors have important roles in help-
ing students and families learn the educational system.   
Individual student planning should further include au-
thentic or alternative assessments for refugee students in or-
der to assess knowledge in content areas to guide most ap-
propriate placement in academic classes (Fong, 2007a).  
School counselors should consider that refugee students may 
need more language support in advanced classes.  They 
should also encourage and support refugee students to par-
ticipate in extracurricular activities.  These activities have an 
important role in successful acculturation (Villalba, Akos, 
Keeter, & Ames, 2007) and have the potential to provide an 
experience of accomplishment.   
 
Responsive services.  Individual or group counsel-
ing, consultation with other professionals and refugees in the 
community, peer facilitation, and peer mentorship are exam-
ples of interventions that school counselors can establish.  
Constancy has been missing in refugee students’ lives.  See-
ing and talking to the same people might help to rebuild con-
stancy.   
When working with families, school counselors must be 
inclusive in their definition of "family. "  If culturally appro-
priate, include grandparents, uncles, and family friends and 
understand that their families are spread around the world 
when assessing, conceptualizing presenting issues, and iden-
tifying psychological support (Weine, et al., 2004).  School 
counselors can act as a liaison to help the refugee families 
become aware of community organizations that can offer 
support and assistance.  School counselors can advocate for 
(a) designating a bicultural/bilingual liaison between school 
and parents, (b) organizing home visit by school personnel, 
(c) hiring interpreters for parent-teacher conferences, (d) or-
ganizing special after school events that involve parents, and 
(e) providing orientations to refugee families (Birman, 
Weinstein, Chan, & Beehler, 2007). 
 
Individual counseling.  Refugee students often have 
experienced life-changing events that are unthinkable to the 
majority of their teachers and peers (Anderson, 2004).  The 
influence of these events on students’ readiness and willing-
ness to participate in a structured academic life should be 
considered.  Because of the intense trauma that refugee stu-
dents might have experienced, they are often found to be 
withdrawn, aggressive, unable to concentrate, anxious, or 
hyperactive (Coelho, 1998).  Providing individual counsel-
ing to refugee students is vital as quite often their mental 
health needs remain unmet (Brown, Miller, & Mitchell, 
2006).  However, school counselors must be careful about 
bringing up the past trauma (Weine, et al., 2004) and should 
not expect refugee students to talk about their trauma.  When 
refugee students decline to talk about their past, it is not a 
sign of avoidance or resistance; it may very well be how 
they cope with the trauma.  Catharsis as a way of healing 
may not be supported by their culture.  Students might hesi-
tate sharing sensitive information related to their well being 
as this might be considered shameful, inappropriate, and a 
sign of weakness.   
When working with refugee students, school counselors 
should not only pay attention to pre-migration issues but also 
trans- and post-migration conditions.  School counselors 
must be knowledgeable about trauma issues in order to make 
appropriate referrals.  For many refugee students and their 
parents, counseling services are unfamiliar (Anderson, 
2004).  It is important for school counselors to reach out and 
introduce themselves as well as inform and educate about 
their role and provided services (Padilla, 1996; Villalba, 
Akos, Keeter, & Ames, 2007).  Developing brochures in na-
tive languages, consulting the individuals in the larger com-
munity to learn about the cultural attitudes towards counsel-
ing, and having resources in native languages are important.  
Quite often, individuals in the community are willing to 
complete the translations and volunteer their services.  
Therefore, it is not a matter of financial resources but school 
counselors leaving their comfort zones and partnering with 
the larger community.  In the assessment process, school 
counselors must be cognizant of the factors such as student's 
degree of acculturation, country of origin, amount of time he 
or she has lived in the area, English proficiency, socioeco-
nomic status, and reports of discrimination (Clemente & 
Collison, 2000; Fong, 2007a).  Assessment and interventions 
should be strength based, empowering, grounded in cultural 
values, and inclusive of indigenous methods of healing.   
Establishing a strong counseling relationship can be 
more challenging as some of these students have learned not 
to trust others (Blackwell & Melzak, 2000).  One way to es-
tablish rapport can be learning salutations and common ex-
pressions in students’ native language (Villalba, Akos, Kee-
ter, & Ames, 2007).  School counselors should learn to pro-
nounce students’ names and make an effort to pronounce 
them correctly.  When working with refugee students, school 
counselors should take small steps and focus on one goal at a 
time.  They must ensure that they are not only seeing these 
students from the victim perspective but seeing their 
strengths and abilities (Morland, 2007).   
 
Group counseling.  Counseling groups might focus on 
life in a new school, coping with discrimination, career or 
higher education options, or coping with difficulty acquiring 
a new language as well as good memories and resilience.  
Counselors should use a variety of methods when working 
with students with limited language skills such as play ther-
apy, art therapy, and music therapy.  Fong (2007b) recom-
mends that counselors consider cultural values as strengths 
and build their interventions based on the values of their 
clients.  Bi-culturation of interventions is recommended as a 
culturally competent contextual practice.  Use of the ecolog-
ical approach, assessing and intervening on macro, meso, 
and micro levels, is also recommended for practitioners 
working with refugee students (Furuto, 2007). 
  
  Systems support.  School counselors should work 
toward making the school “the central setting where various 
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communities could come together” (Anderson, 2004, p.  81). 
Collaborating with members and leaders of refugee com-
munities and with teachers in the school is crucial to develop 
an understanding of refugee students’ needs.  As schools 
work toward better serving refugee students as part of their 
internal challenges (Blackwell & Melzak, 2000), counselors 
should act as advocates and system change agents as parents 
may not have the strength, language skills, or social capital 
to challenge the system.  School counselors should provide 
training to teachers and staff to help them work effectively 
with refugee students.  For example, challenging behaviors 
of refugee students can possibly be a manifestation of differ-
ent cultural norms and expectations rather than unwilling-
ness to learn.  Seeking consultation from community mem-
bers to learn about the ways in which personal and mental 
health issues are handled in the students’ native countries 
and within their families is important.  School counselors 
can establish collaborative relationships with community 
agencies that provide services to refugees.  They should act 
as leaders in their schools and districts to create a collabora-
tive system which facilitates integrating refugee students in 
schools while still allowing for recognition and respect to the 
traditional ways familiar to students.   
Management System 
School counselors should work with teachers and adminis-
trators to provide accommodations, redesign existing struc-
tures and programs, and adjust and add to existing school 
practices in order to promote integration of refugee students.  
Working closely with administrators may ensure that guid-
ance curriculum is embedded into the overall school curricu-
lum.  The formation of an advisory council may provide 
support and include ethnic community members who can 
advocate for the specific cultural and mental health needs of 
refugee students.  Members of specific communities can act 
as cultural brokers helping school counselors understand 
their refugee students within their cultural context.   
School counselors should help content area teachers in-
corporate cultural aspects of various groups into the curricu-
lum in the following ways:  
 Assist social studies teachers in the creation of multi-
linear historical narratives for various cultural groups 
in the class to both educate the host students and hon-
or the cultures of refugee students.  
 Work closely with English language learner (ELL) 
teachers (Clemente & Collison, 2000). 
 Inform teachers on the amount and appropriate me-
thods needed to communicate with students.   
Incomplete information and lack of support may be frustrat-
ing for teachers and the stories also can be distressing or dis-
turbing to them.  School counselors should be available to 
provide information and support.   
School counselors can also establish bridges with the 
community (Hobbs & Collison, 1995).  Volunteers and 
teacher aids from the country of origin provide sense of fa-
miliarity, support, and guidance to students.  School counse-
lors must also consult with mental health professionals, child 
consultation agencies, and immigration and refugee services.  
Refugee students receive services and attend programs for 
the larger group of students who are labeled “immigrants,” 
“minorities,” or “English language learners.” There are, 
however, specific issues that originate in the nature of refu-
gee experiences which are not addressed within the existing 
programs (Hamilton & Moore, 2004).  School counselors 
must make sure that the services refugee students receive 
meet their specific educational and psychological needs.   
Accountability 
School counselors have responsibilities to demonstrate the 
success of their programs.  Alternative data collection me-
thods should be considered to reflect the refugee students’ 
experiences.  School counselors can demonstrate the ways in 
which the services are helpful to refugee students such as in-
creased school engagement, closing achievement gaps, pa-
rental involvement, and school atmosphere.  Using disaggre-
gated data of refugee student academic progress, attendance, 
extracurricular activity participation, school-wide behavioral 
referrals, and percentages of free/reduced lunch participation 
can be helpful to develop better services to refugee students 
(Villalba, Akos, Keeter, & Ames, 2007).  In today’s climate 
of imposing high stake tests for achievement standards, it is 
easy to oversee the unique development and progress of ref-
ugee students.  School counselors should align the focus on 
the educational progress of refugee students with their per-
sonal needs. 
Conclusion 
Schools have a critical role in providing necessary and suffi-
cient resources to refugee students and their families (An-
derson, 2004).  School counselors can help create an envi-
ronment where refugee children are growing, learning, and 
developing.  In general, school counseling programs have 
been criticized for insufficient attention to cultural concerns, 
scarce effectiveness research, lack of developmental theory, 
and too little focus on prevention efforts (Gysbers & Lapan, 
2009).  The failure to address the needs of refugee students 
results in missed opportunities to build upon existing struc-
tures and to create an environment where refugee students’ 
wellbeing is in the focus of educational experiences.  Refu-
gees experience a variety of challenges from changes on so-
cial status to acculturation and cultural adaptation upon en-
tering the settlement country (Anderson, Hamilton, Moore, 
Loewen, & Frater-Mathieson, 2004).   
Further research is needed to explore the experiences, 
challenges, and practices of teachers, professional school 
counselors, and school and district leaders who work with 
refugee students.  There is also need for studies that identify 
potential systemic barriers and other challenges presented by 
the ethnocentric educational system.  Further research ex-
ploring the ways refugee families and students deal with 
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such barriers and the role of school counselors as advocates 
and change agents is needed.  The evaluation of school 
counseling programs, individual and group counseling strat-
egies, and small guidance activities that are developmentally 
appropriate will be helpful to build evidence based interven-
tions for school counselors.  This will help identify best 
practices for school counselors working with refugee stu-
dents.    
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such barriers and the role of school counselors as advocates 
and change agents is needed.  The evaluation of school 
counseling programs, individual and group counseling strat-
egies, and small guidance activities that are developmentally 
appropriate will be helpful to build evidence based interven-
tions for school counselors.  This will help identify best 
practices for school counselors working with refugee stu-
dents.    
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Solidifying an agreed upon professional school counselor 
identity has been an ongoing task by the school counseling 
profession since its inception.  Lambie and Williamson 
(2004) described the challenges for school counselors as 
their identity changed from guidance personnel to compre-
hensive and proactive professional school counselors.  As 
the roles of professional school counselors expanded with 
additional services and activities beyond those of traditional 
guidance counseling, a lack of consensus exists on the prop-
er roles and functions of professional school counselors 
which seem to affect how school counselors identify them-
selves. 
To assist in creating an agreed upon identity among pro-
fessional school counselors, the American School Counselor 
Association (ASCA) took steps to define the role of the pro-
fessional school counselor and unify the vision of the profes-
sion around making school counselors an integral part of 
student achievement.  A unified identity among professional 
school counselors not only benefits the profession but also 
the students, parents, teachers, school administrators, and the 
school systems and surrounding communities in which 
school counselors serve.  This article describes the results of 
a survey examining professional school counselor identity 
related to the duties set forth by ASCA’s School Counselor 
Competencies (2008). 
School Counselor Competencies 
As the school counseling profession transformed, ASCA 
created a description of professional school counselors in an 
attempt to define the identity and role of professional school 
counselors.  Professional school counselors were defined as 
certified or licensed professionals who “deliver a compre-
hensive school counseling program encouraging all students’ 
academic, career, and personal/social development and help 
all students in maximizing student achievement” (ASCA, 
2004, p.2).  The ASCA National Model (2005) further clari-
fied the identity of professional school counselors and their 
role within school systems.  The National Model described 
the duties and responsibilities of professional school counse-
lors as appropriate or inappropriate counseling and/or non-
counseling activities for school counselors.  Recently, ASCA 
proposed competencies for school counselors that cut across 
the four main components of the ASCA National Model and 
infused the qualities of leadership, advocacy, and collabora-
tion and teaming to produce systemic change (ASCA, 2008).  
These new competencies provide, for the first time, a com-
prehensive list of the essential functions of school counse-
lors.  What remains less clear is how well these tasks relate 
to professional school counselor identity. 
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Professional School Counselor Identity 
Articulating a professional school counselor identity and the 
roles associated with it can be challenging because of the 
complexity of how the roles are defined.  Borders (2002) 
suggested the difficulty related to the dilemma of whether 
the role of the professional school counselor was defined as 
an educator or a mental health professional.  The various 
functions that professional school counselors from across the 
nation perform contribute to the difficulty of defining the 
role and ultimately the identity of school counselors.   
School counselor identity develops from a myriad of con-
tributors.  Brott and Myers (1999) described the process of 
professional identity development for school counselors as 
the result of influences of graduate training, interactions with 
other counselors and school personnel, self-perceptions, and 
the interactions between these contributors and others.  
Lambie and Williamson (2004) added that the beliefs of 
school principals are vital in defining the roles and duties of 
school counselors.  This may not directly predict school 
counselor identity, but the act of completing the tasks asked 
by superiors may have a meaningful influence on profes-
sional school counselor identity development as well.  The 
expectation is that the identity of professional school coun-
selors would then inform the duties, role, and functions of 
the school counseling program.   
Professional identity development is a primary goal of 
school counselor training programs.  Part of the training in-
cludes practicum and internship experiences where counse-
lors-in-training are placed in the schools and supervised by 
working school counselors.  However, the National Model 
(ASCA, 2005) is relatively new, and many professional 
school counselors may not be performing the functions or 
activities that the model espouses, let alone see these duties 
and responsibilities as being significant to professional iden-
tity development.  Studer and Oberman (2006) found prac-
ticing professional school counselors who supervised school 
counseling internship students were teaching their interns to 
accomplish the activities of the ASCA National Model, re-
gardless of whether the practicing school counselors were 
trained in the ASCA Model themselves.   Dahir, Burnham, 
and Stone (2009), however, noted significant differences by 
grade level in the overall implementation of the National 
Model with counselors focusing their work on different de-
velopmental needs depending on the ages of their clients.  
Little information exists on how practicing school counse-
lors rate these activities related to their professional identity.   
Examining the current activities of practicing school counse-
lors may provide insight into the relationship between their 
work activities and those proposed by the ASCA National 
Model.  In their study of school counselor work activities, 
Foster, Young, and Hermann (2005) identified 14 work ac-
tivities related to academic development, 20 identified as 
promoting career development, and 25 related to promoting 
personal/social development.  Although these activities re-
late to the national standards proposed for increasing student 
achievement, they were not directly associated with the work 
competencies promoted by the ASCA National Model 
(2005).  Walsh, Barrett, and DePaul (2007) surveyed ele-
mentary school counselors involved in a community-school 
partnership and found their duties aligned somewhat with 
the ASCA National Model’s (2005) suggested time com-
mitments with participants devoting slightly more time to 
planning and system support than the model recommends.  
Conversely, Dahir et al.  (2009) found that counselors in a 
state that embraced the National Model differed greatly in 
their attitudes and beliefs about school counseling.  Results 
indicated that middle school counselors most aligned with 
the National Model and that high school counselors lacked 
emphasis on personal/social issues.  Clearly, differences ex-
ist in studies measuring school counselor activities compared 
to the National Model. 
Research on the National Model lacks information about 
how current school counselors view the roles and activities 
proposed in the ASCA School Counselor Competencies 
(2008).  The purpose of this study is to determine if there is 
an overlap between the activities that the ASC National 
Model advocates and the activities practicing school counse-
lors believe to be important to professional identity devel-
opment.  Specifically, we want to know what functions prac-
ticing school counselors deem important in defining a pro-
fessional school counselor identity.   
Method 
Participants 
School counselors from seven school districts in two Sou-
theastern U.S. states were asked to complete the survey.  The 
districts represent a convenience sample of those near each 
author’s institution.  The districts include a combination of 
rural, urban, and suburban schools.  A total of 248 school 
counselors, representing all of the school counselors from 
the seven districts, received the email request to complete 
the online survey.  Ninety-two participants completed the 
survey for a 37% response rate.  Most were female (82.4%), 
and nearly all were Caucasian (91.2%).  The remaining 
counselors identified themselves as African American.  The 
participants were split among work sites with 39% working 
in an elementary school, 26% in a middle school, and the 
remaining 35% in a high school.   Years of experience va-
ried as well with 20.9% reporting having less than 2 years 
experience as a school counselor, 30.8% having 3-7 years, 
20.9% having 9-12 years, and the remaining 28.6% having 
at least 13 years experience.  Half indicated they were or had 
been a site supervisor for practicum and internship students, 
and 80% answered they had graduated from a CACREP-
accredited master’s program.   
Instrumentation 
Participants completed the Professional Identity of School 
Counselors survey (PISC) created for the purposes of this 
study.  The PISC was modeled after the ASCA School 
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identity has been an ongoing task by the school counseling 
profession since its inception.  Lambie and Williamson 
(2004) described the challenges for school counselors as 
their identity changed from guidance personnel to compre-
hensive and proactive professional school counselors.  As 
the roles of professional school counselors expanded with 
additional services and activities beyond those of traditional 
guidance counseling, a lack of consensus exists on the prop-
er roles and functions of professional school counselors 
which seem to affect how school counselors identify them-
selves. 
To assist in creating an agreed upon identity among pro-
fessional school counselors, the American School Counselor 
Association (ASCA) took steps to define the role of the pro-
fessional school counselor and unify the vision of the profes-
sion around making school counselors an integral part of 
student achievement.  A unified identity among professional 
school counselors not only benefits the profession but also 
the students, parents, teachers, school administrators, and the 
school systems and surrounding communities in which 
school counselors serve.  This article describes the results of 
a survey examining professional school counselor identity 
related to the duties set forth by ASCA’s School Counselor 
Competencies (2008). 
School Counselor Competencies 
As the school counseling profession transformed, ASCA 
created a description of professional school counselors in an 
attempt to define the identity and role of professional school 
counselors.  Professional school counselors were defined as 
certified or licensed professionals who “deliver a compre-
hensive school counseling program encouraging all students’ 
academic, career, and personal/social development and help 
all students in maximizing student achievement” (ASCA, 
2004, p.2).  The ASCA National Model (2005) further clari-
fied the identity of professional school counselors and their 
role within school systems.  The National Model described 
the duties and responsibilities of professional school counse-
lors as appropriate or inappropriate counseling and/or non-
counseling activities for school counselors.  Recently, ASCA 
proposed competencies for school counselors that cut across 
the four main components of the ASCA National Model and 
infused the qualities of leadership, advocacy, and collabora-
tion and teaming to produce systemic change (ASCA, 2008).  
These new competencies provide, for the first time, a com-
prehensive list of the essential functions of school counse-
lors.  What remains less clear is how well these tasks relate 
to professional school counselor identity. 
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Articulating a professional school counselor identity and the 
roles associated with it can be challenging because of the 
complexity of how the roles are defined.  Borders (2002) 
suggested the difficulty related to the dilemma of whether 
the role of the professional school counselor was defined as 
an educator or a mental health professional.  The various 
functions that professional school counselors from across the 
nation perform contribute to the difficulty of defining the 
role and ultimately the identity of school counselors.   
School counselor identity develops from a myriad of con-
tributors.  Brott and Myers (1999) described the process of 
professional identity development for school counselors as 
the result of influences of graduate training, interactions with 
other counselors and school personnel, self-perceptions, and 
the interactions between these contributors and others.  
Lambie and Williamson (2004) added that the beliefs of 
school principals are vital in defining the roles and duties of 
school counselors.  This may not directly predict school 
counselor identity, but the act of completing the tasks asked 
by superiors may have a meaningful influence on profes-
sional school counselor identity development as well.  The 
expectation is that the identity of professional school coun-
selors would then inform the duties, role, and functions of 
the school counseling program.   
Professional identity development is a primary goal of 
school counselor training programs.  Part of the training in-
cludes practicum and internship experiences where counse-
lors-in-training are placed in the schools and supervised by 
working school counselors.  However, the National Model 
(ASCA, 2005) is relatively new, and many professional 
school counselors may not be performing the functions or 
activities that the model espouses, let alone see these duties 
and responsibilities as being significant to professional iden-
tity development.  Studer and Oberman (2006) found prac-
ticing professional school counselors who supervised school 
counseling internship students were teaching their interns to 
accomplish the activities of the ASCA National Model, re-
gardless of whether the practicing school counselors were 
trained in the ASCA Model themselves.   Dahir, Burnham, 
and Stone (2009), however, noted significant differences by 
grade level in the overall implementation of the National 
Model with counselors focusing their work on different de-
velopmental needs depending on the ages of their clients.  
Little information exists on how practicing school counse-
lors rate these activities related to their professional identity.   
Examining the current activities of practicing school counse-
lors may provide insight into the relationship between their 
work activities and those proposed by the ASCA National 
Model.  In their study of school counselor work activities, 
Foster, Young, and Hermann (2005) identified 14 work ac-
tivities related to academic development, 20 identified as 
promoting career development, and 25 related to promoting 
personal/social development.  Although these activities re-
late to the national standards proposed for increasing student 
achievement, they were not directly associated with the work 
competencies promoted by the ASCA National Model 
(2005).  Walsh, Barrett, and DePaul (2007) surveyed ele-
mentary school counselors involved in a community-school 
partnership and found their duties aligned somewhat with 
the ASCA National Model’s (2005) suggested time com-
mitments with participants devoting slightly more time to 
planning and system support than the model recommends.  
Conversely, Dahir et al.  (2009) found that counselors in a 
state that embraced the National Model differed greatly in 
their attitudes and beliefs about school counseling.  Results 
indicated that middle school counselors most aligned with 
the National Model and that high school counselors lacked 
emphasis on personal/social issues.  Clearly, differences ex-
ist in studies measuring school counselor activities compared 
to the National Model. 
Research on the National Model lacks information about 
how current school counselors view the roles and activities 
proposed in the ASCA School Counselor Competencies 
(2008).  The purpose of this study is to determine if there is 
an overlap between the activities that the ASC National 
Model advocates and the activities practicing school counse-
lors believe to be important to professional identity devel-
opment.  Specifically, we want to know what functions prac-
ticing school counselors deem important in defining a pro-
fessional school counselor identity.   
Method 
Participants 
School counselors from seven school districts in two Sou-
theastern U.S. states were asked to complete the survey.  The 
districts represent a convenience sample of those near each 
author’s institution.  The districts include a combination of 
rural, urban, and suburban schools.  A total of 248 school 
counselors, representing all of the school counselors from 
the seven districts, received the email request to complete 
the online survey.  Ninety-two participants completed the 
survey for a 37% response rate.  Most were female (82.4%), 
and nearly all were Caucasian (91.2%).  The remaining 
counselors identified themselves as African American.  The 
participants were split among work sites with 39% working 
in an elementary school, 26% in a middle school, and the 
remaining 35% in a high school.   Years of experience va-
ried as well with 20.9% reporting having less than 2 years 
experience as a school counselor, 30.8% having 3-7 years, 
20.9% having 9-12 years, and the remaining 28.6% having 
at least 13 years experience.  Half indicated they were or had 
been a site supervisor for practicum and internship students, 
and 80% answered they had graduated from a CACREP-
accredited master’s program.   
Instrumentation 
Participants completed the Professional Identity of School 
Counselors survey (PISC) created for the purposes of this 
study.  The PISC was modeled after the ASCA School 
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Counselor Competencies (2008) and the ASCA Statement 
on the Role of Professional School Counselors (2004) which 
were based on the ASCA National Model (2005).  The 
School Counselor Competencies are a complete list of the 
skills, information, and attitudes needed to create a compre-
hensive school counseling program.  ASCA views these as 
necessary components for school counselors to have in order 
to be effective in their service provision.  The Roles state-
ment identifies the areas of leadership, collaboration, and 
advocacy for all members of the school community.  There-
fore, it made sense to use these documents as a platform for 
identifying aspects of school counselor professional identity.   
Based on ASCA’s stated foci in the School Counselor 
Competencies (2008), we used the concepts of leadership, 
collaboration, advocacy, and multiculturalism as the plat-
form for item creation.  Then, we individually went through 
the School Counselor Competencies and identified the items 
associated with these areas.  Next, we separately created 
prompts for each item, and the lists of prompts were com-
pared for any overlap.   Items also were created to cover the 
direct services or tasks not covered by the four concepts 
listed above: (a) Delivery System, including counseling, 
consulting, individual planning, and guidance curriculum; 
(b) Management, including how school counselors organize 
their time in meeting student needs; and (c) Accountability, 
including collecting, using, and reporting the results of data 
(ASCA, 2005).  These additional items were based on tasks 
considered important within the ASCA National Model.  All 
included items paralleled a skill deemed essential or nones-
sential by the ASCA School Counselor Competencies result-
ing in a total of 54 items.    
The 54 items represented various tasks and attitudes re-
lated to school counseling.   All items used responses with a 
four-point Likert-type scale (1 = not important, 4 = very im-
portant) with the prompt for the responder to rate how im-
portant he or she felt the task or item was related to the iden-
tity of a professional school counselor.  Four items asked 
about leadership (e.g., Being a leader in your school), six 
items focused on advocacy (e.g., Advocating for the school 
district), five items explored collaboration (e.g., Collaborat-
ing with parents), eight items asked about multicultural is-
sues (e.g., Promoting awareness of discrimination and preju-
dices), twelve items examined delivery methods including 
counseling and consultation (e.g., Providing career counsel-
ing for students), six items focused on data collection (e.g., 
Using and Interpreting data), and thirteen items asked about 
other possible counseling duties (e.g., Coordinating peer 
helper programs).  Ultimately, the PISC measured beliefs 
about counselor identity related to various aspects of school 
counseling tasks.   
Also included were nine demographic questions and six 
open-response questions, four of which were only for site 
supervisors.  Due to the low number of site supervisor res-
pondents, the questions specified for site supervisors are not 
discussed.  The coefficient alpha for the Likert-type items 
was .95, suggesting a high level of internal consistency.   
Procedures 
Directors of counseling services for seven different school 
districts in two Southeastern U.S. states were contacted re-
garding participation in the survey.   All agreed to forward 
an email asking for study participation to all school counse-
lors in their districts.  A projected total of 248 school coun-
selors received the email asking them to participate in our 
online study of professional identity development.  A second 
email reminder was sent to each district 10 to 15 days after 
the first request.  Interested participants went to the online 
website and gave consent by completing the survey.  No in-
centives were used to recruit participants, and no conse-
quences existed for those choosing not to participate.  The 
district coordinators received a summary of the results for 
their assistance. 
Results 
Frequency data and descriptive statistics were compiled 
from the results of the survey.  Due to the moderate response 
size, no comparison tests were conducted.  Means and stan-
dard deviations for the most and least important tasks related 
to school counselor identity along with the theme they 
represent are presented in Tables 1 and 2.  Mean scores clos-
er to four indicate more perceived importance of that item 
related to professional identity.  Several items in each group 
had the same mean scores which are noted in the tables.  
Overall, mean scores ranged from 1.16 to 3.91 on the 1 - 4 
scale with those items with higher scores indicating the par-
ticipants believed those items were more important to pro-
fessional identity than the others.   
For the most important tasks (Table 1), advocating for 
students was the highest rated item related to school counse-
lor professional identity.  Of the remaining top five items, 
three were delivery service tasks including providing indi-
vidual counseling, crisis intervention, and consulting with 
school administrators.  Collaborating with school adminis-
tration also was deemed very important.  In all, 18 items had 
mean scores of 3.5 or higher indicating these were the most 
important areas related to school counselor professional 
identity.   Of these 18, three represented advocacy tasks, four 
focused on collaboration, four were multicultural items, and 
seven were direct or delivery services.  None of the top 
items came from the leadership, data collection, or other 
counseling duties categories. 
For the least important tasks (Table 2), 9 of the 10 
represented items from the category of other duties of school 
counselor, and many were tasks that are required of school 
counselors but not listed by ASCA as an appropriate task for 
school counselors.  The tenth item was related to advocacy.   
Participants also were asked to list, choosing from the items 
in the survey, their five current primary activities or duties as 
a school counselor.  In this open response question, partici-
pants listed a variety of tasks and responsibilities.  These 
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Table 1.  Most Important Tasks of School Counselor Identity 
                   Item     Mean SD        Theme 
Advocating for students  3.91  .27 Advocacy 
Providing individual counseling  3.82  .39 Direct Services 
Providing crisis intervention  3.78 (tie)   .44 Direct Services 
Consulting with school administrators  3.78 (tie)  .42 Direct Services  
Collaborating with school administration  3.78 (tie)  .42 Collaboration 
Providing personal/social counseling  3.75 (tie)  .44 Direct Services  
Consulting with teachers 3.75 (tie) .44 Direct Services 
Promoting acceptance of others  3.74   .51 Multicultural 
Promoting equality for all   3.73 (tie) .49 Multicultural 
Collaborating with teachers  3.73 (tie) .45 Collaboration 
Collaborating with school counselors  3.66 (tie) .58 Collaboration 
Consulting with parents 3.66 (tie) .54 Direct Services  
Advocating for counseling profession 3.65  .55 Advocacy 
Collaborating with parents   3.62  .59 Collaboration 
Promoting awareness of discrimination 3.58  .62 Multicultural 
Identifying own values, biases, stereotypes 3.56  .62 Multicultural 
Advocating for other school counselors 3.54  .64 Advocacy 
Providing academic counseling  3.50  .66 Direct Services      
were grouped together by similar items and tallied.  For ex-
ample, providing classroom guidance and guidance lessons 
were grouped together as classroom guidance.  Because the 
participants were able to name up to five primary duties, the 
total number of activities exceeds the total number of res-
pondents. 
Individual counseling was the most noted primary duty 
with 87 responses. Coordination and working with data
 
Table 2.  Ten Least Important Tasks of School Counselor Identity 
 
 
                    Item   Mean    SD      Theme Covering classes when teacher absent 1.16 .36 Other Services Helping with lunch and bus duty 1.47 .68 Other Services Disciplining students  1.54 .76 Other Services Organizing master schedule  1.99 .89 Other Services Developing behavioral modification systems for teachers  2.29 .76 Other Services Preparing for end-of-year tests 2.31 .88 Other Services Being a part of IEP teams  2.54 .76 Other Services Helping students complete college apps. 2.62 1.08 Other Services Coordinating peer helper programs   2.68 (tie) .80 Other Services Changing policy at district/state level  2.68 (tie) .80 Advocacy     
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Counselor Competencies (2008) and the ASCA Statement 
on the Role of Professional School Counselors (2004) which 
were based on the ASCA National Model (2005).  The 
School Counselor Competencies are a complete list of the 
skills, information, and attitudes needed to create a compre-
hensive school counseling program.  ASCA views these as 
necessary components for school counselors to have in order 
to be effective in their service provision.  The Roles state-
ment identifies the areas of leadership, collaboration, and 
advocacy for all members of the school community.  There-
fore, it made sense to use these documents as a platform for 
identifying aspects of school counselor professional identity.   
Based on ASCA’s stated foci in the School Counselor 
Competencies (2008), we used the concepts of leadership, 
collaboration, advocacy, and multiculturalism as the plat-
form for item creation.  Then, we individually went through 
the School Counselor Competencies and identified the items 
associated with these areas.  Next, we separately created 
prompts for each item, and the lists of prompts were com-
pared for any overlap.   Items also were created to cover the 
direct services or tasks not covered by the four concepts 
listed above: (a) Delivery System, including counseling, 
consulting, individual planning, and guidance curriculum; 
(b) Management, including how school counselors organize 
their time in meeting student needs; and (c) Accountability, 
including collecting, using, and reporting the results of data 
(ASCA, 2005).  These additional items were based on tasks 
considered important within the ASCA National Model.  All 
included items paralleled a skill deemed essential or nones-
sential by the ASCA School Counselor Competencies result-
ing in a total of 54 items.    
The 54 items represented various tasks and attitudes re-
lated to school counseling.   All items used responses with a 
four-point Likert-type scale (1 = not important, 4 = very im-
portant) with the prompt for the responder to rate how im-
portant he or she felt the task or item was related to the iden-
tity of a professional school counselor.  Four items asked 
about leadership (e.g., Being a leader in your school), six 
items focused on advocacy (e.g., Advocating for the school 
district), five items explored collaboration (e.g., Collaborat-
ing with parents), eight items asked about multicultural is-
sues (e.g., Promoting awareness of discrimination and preju-
dices), twelve items examined delivery methods including 
counseling and consultation (e.g., Providing career counsel-
ing for students), six items focused on data collection (e.g., 
Using and Interpreting data), and thirteen items asked about 
other possible counseling duties (e.g., Coordinating peer 
helper programs).  Ultimately, the PISC measured beliefs 
about counselor identity related to various aspects of school 
counseling tasks.   
Also included were nine demographic questions and six 
open-response questions, four of which were only for site 
supervisors.  Due to the low number of site supervisor res-
pondents, the questions specified for site supervisors are not 
discussed.  The coefficient alpha for the Likert-type items 
was .95, suggesting a high level of internal consistency.   
Procedures 
Directors of counseling services for seven different school 
districts in two Southeastern U.S. states were contacted re-
garding participation in the survey.   All agreed to forward 
an email asking for study participation to all school counse-
lors in their districts.  A projected total of 248 school coun-
selors received the email asking them to participate in our 
online study of professional identity development.  A second 
email reminder was sent to each district 10 to 15 days after 
the first request.  Interested participants went to the online 
website and gave consent by completing the survey.  No in-
centives were used to recruit participants, and no conse-
quences existed for those choosing not to participate.  The 
district coordinators received a summary of the results for 
their assistance. 
Results 
Frequency data and descriptive statistics were compiled 
from the results of the survey.  Due to the moderate response 
size, no comparison tests were conducted.  Means and stan-
dard deviations for the most and least important tasks related 
to school counselor identity along with the theme they 
represent are presented in Tables 1 and 2.  Mean scores clos-
er to four indicate more perceived importance of that item 
related to professional identity.  Several items in each group 
had the same mean scores which are noted in the tables.  
Overall, mean scores ranged from 1.16 to 3.91 on the 1 - 4 
scale with those items with higher scores indicating the par-
ticipants believed those items were more important to pro-
fessional identity than the others.   
For the most important tasks (Table 1), advocating for 
students was the highest rated item related to school counse-
lor professional identity.  Of the remaining top five items, 
three were delivery service tasks including providing indi-
vidual counseling, crisis intervention, and consulting with 
school administrators.  Collaborating with school adminis-
tration also was deemed very important.  In all, 18 items had 
mean scores of 3.5 or higher indicating these were the most 
important areas related to school counselor professional 
identity.   Of these 18, three represented advocacy tasks, four 
focused on collaboration, four were multicultural items, and 
seven were direct or delivery services.  None of the top 
items came from the leadership, data collection, or other 
counseling duties categories. 
For the least important tasks (Table 2), 9 of the 10 
represented items from the category of other duties of school 
counselor, and many were tasks that are required of school 
counselors but not listed by ASCA as an appropriate task for 
school counselors.  The tenth item was related to advocacy.   
Participants also were asked to list, choosing from the items 
in the survey, their five current primary activities or duties as 
a school counselor.  In this open response question, partici-
pants listed a variety of tasks and responsibilities.  These 
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was second with 52 responses followed by collaboration ac-
tivities (n = 52), consultation (n = 47), and classroom guid-
ance (n = 42).   Other common duties included group coun-
seling (n = 37), scheduling (n = 33), and non-counseling du-
ties such as bus/hall/lunch duty, attendance, discipline, and 
crossing guard (n = 30).  To a lesser degree, the participants 
also spent their time testing, being a part of Individual Edu-
cational Plan (IEP) and student intervention teams, provid-
ing academic counseling, working with parents, assisting 
with graduation preparation, helping with student programs 
such as peer helpers and assemblies, advocating with their 
stakeholders, and offering career counseling. 
Although these findings are noteworthy, it is important to 
mention some limitations.  One limitation was the size of the 
sample.  Although representative of counselors from two 
states and comprised of 37% of the total sample population, 
it is a small representation, so caution must be taken when 
generalizing the results.  Also, the survey itself was devel-
oped specifically for this study, therefore its reliability and 
validity must be further studied.   The survey is based on the 
ASCA literature on school counseling but has not been used 
and validated in previous studies.  The self-report nature of 
the study can also be seen as a limitation, although we were 
interested in self-perceptions about counselor identity, and 
we believed that practicing school counseling professionals  
would be the best source for that information.  Nevertheless, 
this study does provide important insight and information on 
counselor identity development and the ASCA-specified 
counseling duties. 
Discussion 
The purpose of this project was to explore the activities 
stated as important by the ASCA National Model (2005) as 
related to professional identity in school counselors.  The 
PISC survey was created based on the ASCA School Coun-
selor Competencies (2008) and included items on leadership, 
collaboration, advocacy, multiculturalism, direct services, 
and other school counseling duties.   A discussion of the re-
sults is included below.   
Results Supporting the Competencies 
Of the 18 items rated most important for professional identi-
ty, several trends emerged.  Overall, 3 of the 18 focused on 
advocacy-related tasks, including advocating for other 
school counselors and the school counseling profession.  
Advocating for students, which is seen as the core of the 
profession, was rated as the single most important task re-
lated to professional identity.  Recently, authors (Field & 
Baker, 2004; Ratts, DeKruyf, & Chen-Hayes, 2007) identi-
fied the need for advocacy behaviors toward both students 
and the school counseling profession.  Indications that advo-
cacy was an important part of school counselor identity 
among the school counselors in this study, then, is encourag-
ing. 
Four of the 18 top tasks related to collaboration.  In-
cluded in these are collaboration with teachers, school ad-
ministration, parents, and other school counselors.   ASCA 
(2004) deemed collaboration and teaming as a primary way 
to effectively enhance student achievement and the best way 
to address student needs.  The importance of collaboration to 
the school counselors we surveyed highlights that this belief 
goes beyond ASCA and has effectively filtered to working 
school counselors. 
Four other top tasks were related to multiculturalism.  
Since ASCA’s position statement on cultural diversity 
(2009) states that school counselors should advocate for all 
students no matter their race, ethnicity, or cultural back-
ground, these results are once again heartening.  Counselors 
appear to feel empowered to address both their own beliefs 
and the beliefs of others related to culture. 
Additionally, seven top tasks focused on direct services 
to students.  Clearly, being in direct contact with and work-
ing to help individual students is vital to school counselor 
identity.  The ASCA National Model (2005) states that 
counselors should spend 80% of their time in direct services, 
and these results seem to suggest that working school coun-
selors agree with this allotment.    
Finally, most of the lower rated tasks are considered by 
ASCA to be duties not related to school counseling.  Al-
though counselors often engage in activities unrelated to 
their training, they do not seem to judge these activities as 
being integral to their school counselor identity.  Activities 
such as covering classes, lunch and bus duty, discipline, 
scheduling, and testing may be necessary tasks, but school 
counselors seem not to identify themselves by these tasks.  
As a result, they may be more likely to stress to counselors-
in-training and to administration that these duties fall outside 
the realm of school counselor identity. 
 Results of Concern 
Based on the results reported here, several concerns arise.  
First, none of the top items came from the leadership or data 
collection categories.  The four leadership items ranged from 
school-based to community and beyond and had scores rang-
ing from 2.76 to 3.41, indicating these are somewhat to 
modestly important to the identity of the school counselors 
in the study.  Being a leader in the school was the most high-
ly ranked of the four suggesting that leadership within their 
own site may be more salient for school counselors than lea-
dership in the community or profession.  These results 
present an interesting dichotomy when one considers the ad-
vocacy ratings.  Advocating for the school counseling pro-
fession was highly rated, yet leadership in the community 
and profession were not.  Perhaps working counselors focus 
their efforts on change within their own schools rather than 
expanding to their school districts, region, or state.   
The lack of data collection items in the highly rated 
group is also a concern.  Six items focused on the task of da-
ta collection with the items specific to collecting, analyzing, 
and interpreting data rating lower than 3.0 which indicates 
minimal importance to school counselor identity.  Accoun-
tability is one of the four primary functions of school coun-
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selors (ASCA, 2005).  Perhaps the lower ratings on these 
items are due to a lack of understanding about data collec-
tion and analysis.  Or it may be that counselors see the need 
for accountability but do not identify the tasks involved in 
this process as integral to their overall school counselor 
identity.  In either case, the lack of representation of this cat-
egory in the top ratings is worth noting. 
A third concern relates to some of the lower rated items.  
Coordinating peer helper programs, being a part of IEP 
teams, and developing behavioral modification programs 
were all among the lowest rated tasks.  Coordinating peer 
helper programs is listed in the ASCA School Counselor 
Competencies (2008) as a skill needed in effective school 
counseling, yet the participants in our study do not see this 
task as integral to school counselor identity.  We are uncer-
tain why this is, although it is possible that counselors ques-
tion whether this time consuming task is truly helpful or 
worthwhile.  The other two lower rated items listed above 
involve activities where school counselors work with other 
school personnel.  IEP teams and teacher consultation re-
garding behavioral modification both require counselors to 
meet regularly with teachers and other school staff to create 
programs or generate ideas to help students.  It is curious, 
therefore, that counselors who rated collaboration and stu-
dent advocacy as very important would then rate these tasks 
as not very important.  Possibly, the participants may feel 
they lack training in how best to collaborate with teachers on 
addressing student behavior issues.  Future research is 
needed to further clarify these issues.   
Implications and Conclusion 
The results indicate several important implications for prac-
ticing school counselors.  For the most part, the school coun-
selors in this study consider the activities promoted by the 
ASCA National Model (2005) as important to the profes-
sional identity of school counselors.  Yet, they did not find 
tasks such as being involved in leadership in their local 
community and the school counseling profession; collecting, 
analyzing, and reporting data; working on IEP teams; and 
developing behavioral modification program as integral 
parts of their identity of professional school counselors.  All 
of these tasks and activities are important aspects of the role 
of a professional school counselor according to the National 
Model.  The following practical suggestions may help school 
counselors highlight the importance of various school coun-
seling tasks in relation to school counselor identity devel-
opment to their counseling peers, school counseling stu-
dents, and school administrators.  Researchers can emphas-
ize the relationship between these activities and the role of 
professional school counselors as well.   
Peers 
School counselors might utilize the results of this study to 
reevaluate their perceived importance of some counseling 
tasks.  For example, in this study, many practicing school 
counselors did not identify being a part of IEP teams as im-
portant to their professional identities.  School counselors, 
however, can advocate for students who need IEP’s and help 
those on IEP teams take a strengths-based approach in meet-
ing student needs (Geltner & Leibforth, 2008).  If school 
counselors have not had a course or training in providing 
services to students who have IEP’s, they can seek these op-
portunities.  In doing so, school counselors will be working 
towards promoting interdisciplinary teams to meet student 
needs and help students reach educational goals.   
School counselors in this study also rated helping teach-
ers develop behavioral modification plans as only somewhat 
important to the professional identity of school counselors.  
School counselors serve in a key role on school campuses by 
helping teachers understand the behavioral management 
process, develop and implement modification plans that re-
mediate poor behavior in the classroom, and prevent beha-
vior that might interrupt learning (MacGregor, Nelson, & 
Wesch, 1997).   
Practicing school counselors also can team with counse-
lor educators to collect data for research projects targeted to 
enhance school counseling programs.  Kaffenberger and Da-
vis (2009) recently highlighted the lack of practitioner-
driven research and the need for more articles focusing on 
evidence-based programs implemented in today’s schools.  
Conducting research or reporting positive results of innova-
tive programming can increase both comfort with data col-
lection as well as address the need for leadership in the 
community and beyond.   
In addition, school counselors can examine existing data 
collected by their individual schools and systems to deter-
mine ongoing student progress (ASCA, 2005) or create new 
data based on school counseling interventions.  For example, 
they can use pre-test and post-test methods to compare data 
collected before and after school counseling interventions to 
inform others about school counseling program success.  
This information can be shared with administrative staff and 
people in the community.  Bruce, Getch, and Ziomek-Daigle 
(2009) examined graduation tests scores by ethnicity and 
created an intervention designed to narrow the achievement 
gap they identified.  This type of data-driven programming 
may help school counselors create a means of connecting 
with the community by sharing the results of studies and 
providing an opportunity for school counselors to understand 
the relationship between being a leader in their respective 
community and professional school counselor identity.   
Counseling Students 
Site supervisors can play an integral role in helping school 
counseling students make the connection between school 
counselor activities and their professional identity develop-
ment.  For example, supervisors might emphasize the impor-
tance of being a leader in local communities.  They can ask 
students to develop activities where they would take the lead 
in addressing how community-based programs meet the 
needs of school-aged youth and their families.  Or, they can 
accompany students to community school board meetings 
and encourage them to participate in advocacy efforts ad-
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such as peer helpers and assemblies, advocating with their 
stakeholders, and offering career counseling. 
Although these findings are noteworthy, it is important to 
mention some limitations.  One limitation was the size of the 
sample.  Although representative of counselors from two 
states and comprised of 37% of the total sample population, 
it is a small representation, so caution must be taken when 
generalizing the results.  Also, the survey itself was devel-
oped specifically for this study, therefore its reliability and 
validity must be further studied.   The survey is based on the 
ASCA literature on school counseling but has not been used 
and validated in previous studies.  The self-report nature of 
the study can also be seen as a limitation, although we were 
interested in self-perceptions about counselor identity, and 
we believed that practicing school counseling professionals  
would be the best source for that information.  Nevertheless, 
this study does provide important insight and information on 
counselor identity development and the ASCA-specified 
counseling duties. 
Discussion 
The purpose of this project was to explore the activities 
stated as important by the ASCA National Model (2005) as 
related to professional identity in school counselors.  The 
PISC survey was created based on the ASCA School Coun-
selor Competencies (2008) and included items on leadership, 
collaboration, advocacy, multiculturalism, direct services, 
and other school counseling duties.   A discussion of the re-
sults is included below.   
Results Supporting the Competencies 
Of the 18 items rated most important for professional identi-
ty, several trends emerged.  Overall, 3 of the 18 focused on 
advocacy-related tasks, including advocating for other 
school counselors and the school counseling profession.  
Advocating for students, which is seen as the core of the 
profession, was rated as the single most important task re-
lated to professional identity.  Recently, authors (Field & 
Baker, 2004; Ratts, DeKruyf, & Chen-Hayes, 2007) identi-
fied the need for advocacy behaviors toward both students 
and the school counseling profession.  Indications that advo-
cacy was an important part of school counselor identity 
among the school counselors in this study, then, is encourag-
ing. 
Four of the 18 top tasks related to collaboration.  In-
cluded in these are collaboration with teachers, school ad-
ministration, parents, and other school counselors.   ASCA 
(2004) deemed collaboration and teaming as a primary way 
to effectively enhance student achievement and the best way 
to address student needs.  The importance of collaboration to 
the school counselors we surveyed highlights that this belief 
goes beyond ASCA and has effectively filtered to working 
school counselors. 
Four other top tasks were related to multiculturalism.  
Since ASCA’s position statement on cultural diversity 
(2009) states that school counselors should advocate for all 
students no matter their race, ethnicity, or cultural back-
ground, these results are once again heartening.  Counselors 
appear to feel empowered to address both their own beliefs 
and the beliefs of others related to culture. 
Additionally, seven top tasks focused on direct services 
to students.  Clearly, being in direct contact with and work-
ing to help individual students is vital to school counselor 
identity.  The ASCA National Model (2005) states that 
counselors should spend 80% of their time in direct services, 
and these results seem to suggest that working school coun-
selors agree with this allotment.    
Finally, most of the lower rated tasks are considered by 
ASCA to be duties not related to school counseling.  Al-
though counselors often engage in activities unrelated to 
their training, they do not seem to judge these activities as 
being integral to their school counselor identity.  Activities 
such as covering classes, lunch and bus duty, discipline, 
scheduling, and testing may be necessary tasks, but school 
counselors seem not to identify themselves by these tasks.  
As a result, they may be more likely to stress to counselors-
in-training and to administration that these duties fall outside 
the realm of school counselor identity. 
 Results of Concern 
Based on the results reported here, several concerns arise.  
First, none of the top items came from the leadership or data 
collection categories.  The four leadership items ranged from 
school-based to community and beyond and had scores rang-
ing from 2.76 to 3.41, indicating these are somewhat to 
modestly important to the identity of the school counselors 
in the study.  Being a leader in the school was the most high-
ly ranked of the four suggesting that leadership within their 
own site may be more salient for school counselors than lea-
dership in the community or profession.  These results 
present an interesting dichotomy when one considers the ad-
vocacy ratings.  Advocating for the school counseling pro-
fession was highly rated, yet leadership in the community 
and profession were not.  Perhaps working counselors focus 
their efforts on change within their own schools rather than 
expanding to their school districts, region, or state.   
The lack of data collection items in the highly rated 
group is also a concern.  Six items focused on the task of da-
ta collection with the items specific to collecting, analyzing, 
and interpreting data rating lower than 3.0 which indicates 
minimal importance to school counselor identity.  Accoun-
tability is one of the four primary functions of school coun-
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selors (ASCA, 2005).  Perhaps the lower ratings on these 
items are due to a lack of understanding about data collec-
tion and analysis.  Or it may be that counselors see the need 
for accountability but do not identify the tasks involved in 
this process as integral to their overall school counselor 
identity.  In either case, the lack of representation of this cat-
egory in the top ratings is worth noting. 
A third concern relates to some of the lower rated items.  
Coordinating peer helper programs, being a part of IEP 
teams, and developing behavioral modification programs 
were all among the lowest rated tasks.  Coordinating peer 
helper programs is listed in the ASCA School Counselor 
Competencies (2008) as a skill needed in effective school 
counseling, yet the participants in our study do not see this 
task as integral to school counselor identity.  We are uncer-
tain why this is, although it is possible that counselors ques-
tion whether this time consuming task is truly helpful or 
worthwhile.  The other two lower rated items listed above 
involve activities where school counselors work with other 
school personnel.  IEP teams and teacher consultation re-
garding behavioral modification both require counselors to 
meet regularly with teachers and other school staff to create 
programs or generate ideas to help students.  It is curious, 
therefore, that counselors who rated collaboration and stu-
dent advocacy as very important would then rate these tasks 
as not very important.  Possibly, the participants may feel 
they lack training in how best to collaborate with teachers on 
addressing student behavior issues.  Future research is 
needed to further clarify these issues.   
Implications and Conclusion 
The results indicate several important implications for prac-
ticing school counselors.  For the most part, the school coun-
selors in this study consider the activities promoted by the 
ASCA National Model (2005) as important to the profes-
sional identity of school counselors.  Yet, they did not find 
tasks such as being involved in leadership in their local 
community and the school counseling profession; collecting, 
analyzing, and reporting data; working on IEP teams; and 
developing behavioral modification program as integral 
parts of their identity of professional school counselors.  All 
of these tasks and activities are important aspects of the role 
of a professional school counselor according to the National 
Model.  The following practical suggestions may help school 
counselors highlight the importance of various school coun-
seling tasks in relation to school counselor identity devel-
opment to their counseling peers, school counseling stu-
dents, and school administrators.  Researchers can emphas-
ize the relationship between these activities and the role of 
professional school counselors as well.   
Peers 
School counselors might utilize the results of this study to 
reevaluate their perceived importance of some counseling 
tasks.  For example, in this study, many practicing school 
counselors did not identify being a part of IEP teams as im-
portant to their professional identities.  School counselors, 
however, can advocate for students who need IEP’s and help 
those on IEP teams take a strengths-based approach in meet-
ing student needs (Geltner & Leibforth, 2008).  If school 
counselors have not had a course or training in providing 
services to students who have IEP’s, they can seek these op-
portunities.  In doing so, school counselors will be working 
towards promoting interdisciplinary teams to meet student 
needs and help students reach educational goals.   
School counselors in this study also rated helping teach-
ers develop behavioral modification plans as only somewhat 
important to the professional identity of school counselors.  
School counselors serve in a key role on school campuses by 
helping teachers understand the behavioral management 
process, develop and implement modification plans that re-
mediate poor behavior in the classroom, and prevent beha-
vior that might interrupt learning (MacGregor, Nelson, & 
Wesch, 1997).   
Practicing school counselors also can team with counse-
lor educators to collect data for research projects targeted to 
enhance school counseling programs.  Kaffenberger and Da-
vis (2009) recently highlighted the lack of practitioner-
driven research and the need for more articles focusing on 
evidence-based programs implemented in today’s schools.  
Conducting research or reporting positive results of innova-
tive programming can increase both comfort with data col-
lection as well as address the need for leadership in the 
community and beyond.   
In addition, school counselors can examine existing data 
collected by their individual schools and systems to deter-
mine ongoing student progress (ASCA, 2005) or create new 
data based on school counseling interventions.  For example, 
they can use pre-test and post-test methods to compare data 
collected before and after school counseling interventions to 
inform others about school counseling program success.  
This information can be shared with administrative staff and 
people in the community.  Bruce, Getch, and Ziomek-Daigle 
(2009) examined graduation tests scores by ethnicity and 
created an intervention designed to narrow the achievement 
gap they identified.  This type of data-driven programming 
may help school counselors create a means of connecting 
with the community by sharing the results of studies and 
providing an opportunity for school counselors to understand 
the relationship between being a leader in their respective 
community and professional school counselor identity.   
Counseling Students 
Site supervisors can play an integral role in helping school 
counseling students make the connection between school 
counselor activities and their professional identity develop-
ment.  For example, supervisors might emphasize the impor-
tance of being a leader in local communities.  They can ask 
students to develop activities where they would take the lead 
in addressing how community-based programs meet the 
needs of school-aged youth and their families.  Or, they can 
accompany students to community school board meetings 
and encourage them to participate in advocacy efforts ad-
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dressing youth-related concerns.  Through these types of ac-
tivities, school counseling students can begin to make con-
nections between advocacy initiatives in the community and 
the role of school counselors.   
Site supervisors also can help students become comfort-
able with collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and reporting 
the results of data to support and advance programs in 
schools.  Through modeling formats like Making Data Work 
(Kaffenberger & Young, 2007), Get a GRIP (Brott, 2006), 
and S.O.A.R.I.N.G. in School Counseling (Gilchrist, 2006), 
supervisors can assist students with data collecting and re-
porting procedures.  They also can offer workshops and 
teach counseling students how to use these documents to in-
crease student development (see Virginia School Counselor 
Association, 2008).   
School Administrators 
Advocacy, collaboration, multicultural awareness, and direct 
service were all considered to be integral parts of school 
counselors’ identity according to the counselors in this 
study.  To help solidify this identity, the benefits of partici-
pating in these activities should be communicated to others.  
One group that needs to understand the identity of profes-
sional counselors is school administrators.  School counse-
lors could inform principals that they believe these activities 
to be important parts of their job and that they would like to 
determine ways to do these duties more often in their work.  
Increasing buy-in from principals can include developing re-
ports that can be presented in school-wide meetings showing 
how advocacy activities, collaboration practices, cultural in-
itiatives, individual, group counseling, and classroom guid-
ance relate to student success.  School administrators might 
begin to perceive these activities as important to school 
counselors’ work if counselors are able to show the effec-
tiveness of these activities in meeting school goals.   
Study participants reported they often spend time doing 
activities not related to their school counselor identity (e.g., 
scheduling, bus duty, and other non-counseling duties).  
Again, this can be addressed by informing principals about 
what school counselors actually do and what they want to 
do.  Ongoing communication should include conversations 
that define duties that are consistent with school counselors’ 
training and the non-counseling duties that they do as part of 
being a team player in the school environment.  Each should 
be discussed in relation to the role consistent with their pro-
fessional school counseling identity.   
Researchers  
In response to the findings of this study, researchers can de-
sign studies that further explore the relationship between 
school counselors’ views of school counseling activities in 
relation to their actual on-the-job duties and their beliefs 
about how these activities help define the identity of profes-
sional school counselors.  For example, qualitative studies 
(e.g., focus groups) may provide a more multifaceted under-
standing of the topic and help all school counselors identify 
with the importance of these tasks in equipping school coun-
selors for their position.  In addition, researchers might seek 
to examine the reasons behind why school counselors do not 
perceive leadership and data collection as important aspects 
of the professional school counselor identity.  Continued ef-
forts by researchers are encouraged to emphasize the impor-
tance of leadership and data collection to the school counse-
lor identity by examining and reporting the benefits of these 
activities to school programming, student development, and 
the school counseling profession.   
Conclusion 
For decades, professional school counselors have partici-
pated in school activities they consider a part of their role 
and those they would consider are not.  As the role of school 
counselors has transformed over the years, the professional 
identity of school counselors has changed.  The results of 
this study may help school counselors and educators pro-
mote activities important to school counselor identity and be 
aware of activities that need heightened attention.  Educators 
and practicing counselors alike can play an important role in 
integrating these tasks into the identity of professional 
school counselors.   
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dressing youth-related concerns.  Through these types of ac-
tivities, school counseling students can begin to make con-
nections between advocacy initiatives in the community and 
the role of school counselors.   
Site supervisors also can help students become comfort-
able with collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and reporting 
the results of data to support and advance programs in 
schools.  Through modeling formats like Making Data Work 
(Kaffenberger & Young, 2007), Get a GRIP (Brott, 2006), 
and S.O.A.R.I.N.G. in School Counseling (Gilchrist, 2006), 
supervisors can assist students with data collecting and re-
porting procedures.  They also can offer workshops and 
teach counseling students how to use these documents to in-
crease student development (see Virginia School Counselor 
Association, 2008).   
School Administrators 
Advocacy, collaboration, multicultural awareness, and direct 
service were all considered to be integral parts of school 
counselors’ identity according to the counselors in this 
study.  To help solidify this identity, the benefits of partici-
pating in these activities should be communicated to others.  
One group that needs to understand the identity of profes-
sional counselors is school administrators.  School counse-
lors could inform principals that they believe these activities 
to be important parts of their job and that they would like to 
determine ways to do these duties more often in their work.  
Increasing buy-in from principals can include developing re-
ports that can be presented in school-wide meetings showing 
how advocacy activities, collaboration practices, cultural in-
itiatives, individual, group counseling, and classroom guid-
ance relate to student success.  School administrators might 
begin to perceive these activities as important to school 
counselors’ work if counselors are able to show the effec-
tiveness of these activities in meeting school goals.   
Study participants reported they often spend time doing 
activities not related to their school counselor identity (e.g., 
scheduling, bus duty, and other non-counseling duties).  
Again, this can be addressed by informing principals about 
what school counselors actually do and what they want to 
do.  Ongoing communication should include conversations 
that define duties that are consistent with school counselors’ 
training and the non-counseling duties that they do as part of 
being a team player in the school environment.  Each should 
be discussed in relation to the role consistent with their pro-
fessional school counseling identity.   
Researchers  
In response to the findings of this study, researchers can de-
sign studies that further explore the relationship between 
school counselors’ views of school counseling activities in 
relation to their actual on-the-job duties and their beliefs 
about how these activities help define the identity of profes-
sional school counselors.  For example, qualitative studies 
(e.g., focus groups) may provide a more multifaceted under-
standing of the topic and help all school counselors identify 
with the importance of these tasks in equipping school coun-
selors for their position.  In addition, researchers might seek 
to examine the reasons behind why school counselors do not 
perceive leadership and data collection as important aspects 
of the professional school counselor identity.  Continued ef-
forts by researchers are encouraged to emphasize the impor-
tance of leadership and data collection to the school counse-
lor identity by examining and reporting the benefits of these 
activities to school programming, student development, and 
the school counseling profession.   
Conclusion 
For decades, professional school counselors have partici-
pated in school activities they consider a part of their role 
and those they would consider are not.  As the role of school 
counselors has transformed over the years, the professional 
identity of school counselors has changed.  The results of 
this study may help school counselors and educators pro-
mote activities important to school counselor identity and be 
aware of activities that need heightened attention.  Educators 
and practicing counselors alike can play an important role in 
integrating these tasks into the identity of professional 
school counselors.   
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Despite the ongoing presence of Jewish Americans in the field of counseling, a large gap exists in the literature 
regarding Jews as a multicultural group of people.  This article is designed to bring attention to the lack of inclu-
sion of Jewish Americans in multicultural counseling literature and curricula.  Recommendations for counselor 
education training and counseling practices are provided.    
Keywords: Jewish Americans, multicultural counseling 
Historically, in the field of counseling and therapy, Jews 
have played a significant role.  Many of the founders of psy-
chotherapy were Jewish including Sigmund Freud, Alfred 
Adler, Albert Ellis, Fritz Perls, and Lawrence Kohlberg 
(American-Israeli Cooperative Enterprise, 2011).  Through-
out the decades, such famous Jews as Carol Gilligan, David 
Wechsler, Abraham Maslow, and Viktor Frankl have added 
copious amounts of knowledge to the counseling field.  Yet, 
as a group that represents one of the multiculturally diverse 
populations in the field of counseling, Jews are habitually 
omitted (Langman, 1995). 
However, there are currently an estimated 6,452,030 
Jews living in the United States (out of 308,745,538 people), 
making up 2.2% of the population (American-Israeli Coop-
erative Enterprise, 2011; U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).  In cer-
tain areas of the country, highly concentrated numbers of 
Jewish populations exist.  For example, 8.4% of New York-
ers are Jewish (1,618,320 out of 19,254,630 residents), 5.5% 
of New Jersey residents (480,000 out of 8,717,925 people), 
and 5.1% of District of Columbia residents are Jewish 
(28,000 out of 550,521 people; American-Israeli Coopera-
tive Enterprise, 2011).  Like counselors, Jewish American 
citizens exist in every state across the country, yet a paucity 
of foci on Jewish Americans’ counseling needs exists.  
The purpose of this article is to elicit attention to this 
subject and to make recommendations for counselors work-
ing with Jewish American clients.  Being multiculturally 
competent and acting with respect for all members of diverse 
populations are essential components to ethical behavior for 
counselors and counselor educators (American Counseling 
Association [ACA], 2005).  Thus, this article is an attempt to 
aid this effort and help counselors become more knowledge-
able of the lack of representation of Jewish Americans in 
counseling literature and training curricula.  
Lack of Judaism in Multicultural  
Counseling Literature 
Upon surveying five representative multicultural counseling 
texts (Dana, 2005; Korn & Bursztyn, 2002; Murphy-
Shigematsu, 2002; Sue, et al., 1998; Suzuki, Ponterotto, & 
Meller, 2001), we found little or no mention of Jewish 
Americans.  One researcher (Weinrach, 2002) surveyed 43 
graduate multicultural counseling textbooks written between 
1995 and 2000.  Twenty-seven of the texts did not include 
any section on either Judaism or anti-Semitism.  In searching 
through 20 years (1979-1999) of publications in the Journal 
of Counseling and Development, Weinrach (2002) surveyed 
2,400 articles, only 72 of which contained information on 
Judaism and/or anti-Semitism.   
Historically, multicultural counseling texts often address 
the following five groups of people: European Americans, 
African Americans, Asian Americans, Hispanic or Latino 
Americans, and Native Americans and Native Alaskans.  
One text (Sue et al., 1998) describes specific identity devel-
opment models for African Americans, Asian Americans, 
and Latino and Hispanic Americans.  The other texts make 
references to such particular groups as Filipino Americans, 
Japanese American descendents of those interned during 
World War II, biracial Americans, and Cambodian refugees; 
however, Jewish Americans remain unmentioned.  Although 
Judaism is a recognized ethnicity (Jews share social, cultur- 
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al, and religious heritage; Sue et al., 1998), it is often omit-
ted from discussions of ethnicity in the counseling literature 
and only considered a religion.  In addition, the U.S. Ethnic 
Census (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011) classifies over 20 differ-
ent groups of people including Hawaiians, Samoans, Gua-
manians, and Aleuts, but does not mention Jews.  A recent 
article (Smith, Kok-Mun, Brinson, & Mityagin, 2008) re-
viewed 17 years of articles (1989-2005) in the Counselor 
Education and Supervision journal concerning issues of mul-
ticulturalism.  Of the 460 articles examined, 78 were about 
multiculturalism; the authors mentioned articles concerning 
African Americans, Caucasians, sexual minorities, and dis-
abled persons, yet there was no mention of Judaism or Jews.  
Within the spectrum of multicultural counseling litera-
ture and counselor education curricula (e.g., conferences, 
coursework), it is apparent that Jews remain widely ignored 
(Langman, 1995).  Little reference is made to Jewish issues 
or anti-Semitism (Arredondo & D’Andrea, 1999; Weinrach, 
2002).  The absence of addressing such an issue as anti-
Semitism potentially lends to its inevitable continuation.  It 
is widely known that various minority groups underutilize 
mental health services that are provided by the majority cul-
ture and the lack of representation of Judaism in the litera-
ture and curriculum only serve to further deepen this discon-
nect (Schnall, 2006).    
The Experience of American  
Jews as Multicultural Individuals  
U.S. society puts great pressure on minorities to acculturate 
to the majority.  To be accepted in Western society, Jews of-
ten feel forced to assimilate with Christians and risk losing 
their cultural distinctiveness (Burke, Chauvin, & Miranti, 
2005).  Since ethnicity plays an important role in identity 
formation and building of self-esteem (Semans & Fish, 
2000), to deny such could prove to be damaging to an indi-
vidual.  Anti-Semitic attitudes, both subtle and overt, still 
exist, which creates stress and anxiety for Jewish Americans.  
Alienation from the majority group can lead to feelings of 
depression (Semans & Fish, 2000).  Within the Jewish 
community, great importance is put on intense valuing of 
Jewish identity; this is in direct opposition to the majority’s 
pressure to acculturate and de-emphasize one’s Jewishness 
(Oler, 1999).  Many Jews hesitate to reveal their Jewish 
identity to others as a result of the history of violence and 
persecutions the Jews have faced (Semans & Fish, 2000).  
This legacy of fear is deeply embedded in the consciousness 
of Jews (Langman, 1995).  Not disclosing one’s Jewishness 
is a means of self-protection, but stifling one’s identity can 
have harmful effects on an individual’s self-image and self-
esteem.  Low scores of Jewish identity are associated with 
low self-esteem, while high levels of positive Jewish identity 
is associated with high self-esteem (Oler, 1999).  Individuals 
who are ambivalent about their Jewish identity experience 
conflict and self-abasement due to the lack of identity reso-
lution.  This is reinforced by society’s marginalization of Ju-
daism (Oler, 1999) and the apparent lack of social justice for 
these individuals.  
Not all Jews embrace their ethnicity as a positive charac-
teristic.  There are Jews, like members of other minorities, 
who are self-loathing.  Similarly, Black identity theories 
(Cross, 1991; Helms, 1990) note a stage in which members 
choose to disidentify with their community.  This involves 
condemnation of one’s culture, denial of racism’s existence 
or impact, and acculturation with the majority (i.e., adopting 
characteristics of Western culture) (Langman, 1995).  Jews 
who engage in this type of self-hatred often feel embarrass-
ment due to their Jewishness and reject their ethnicity.  
Some Jews who disidentify choose to do so by means of 
changing their names, hair color and texture, and accents 
that reflect their Jewish heritage as well as shunning the He-
brew and Yiddish languages (Gilman, 1991).  
Some theorists (Cook & Helms, 1988) focus on physical 
differences when considering multicultural issues.  Referred 
to as a visible racial and ethnic group (VREG), VREG 
represents an important distinction when considering ob-
servable differences between people’s physical appearances 
(Cook & Helms, 1988).  This becomes problematic, howev-
er, when a person’s self-identification as a minority conflicts 
with the public’s view of that person (Sue et al., 1998).  This 
is common for Jewish Americans, many of whom do not 
consider their race to be that of Caucasian or White.  In fact, 
Jews are often considered an assimilated non-minority 
(Langman, 1995).  In the United States, the majority is gen-
erally considered to be White, Anglo-Saxon Protestants (Sue 
et al., 1998); rather than being amalgamated into this catego-
ry, Jews often prefer to define themselves by their ethnic 
origin of Judaism (Langman, 1995).  Society’s generaliza-
tion of Jews as part of the White culture creates an invalida-
tion of their Jewish experience.  Although many self-identify 
as being a multicultural minority, Jewish Americans receive 
the benefit of “passing” as White and many of the privileges 
that come with that status including invisibility or being able 
to blend in with others (Langman, 1995).  
Pride in one’s ethnic group and high self-esteem are re-
ciprocally correlated as are anxiety about personal differenc-
es and low self-esteem (Oler, 1999).  This means that as one 
variable increases, the other variable does, too; conversely, 
as one variable decreases, the other also decreases.  Mem-
bers of any racial or ethnic minority group that has been 
marginalized by the majority culture have attitudes toward 
themselves and others that have been shaped by their unique 
minority history and experience (Oler, 1999).  The Jewish 
culture promotes collaboration and a strong sense of respon-
sibility toward others, in part because of their history of op-
pression (Blech, 1999).  Jews feel accountable for attempt-
ing to fight for justice and make the world a better place 
around them, a concept in Hebrew known as “Tikkum 
Olam” (Semans & Fish, 2000).  Jews are supposed to per-
form daily mitzvahs, or good deeds, for others in order to 
promote world harmony (Blech, 1999).  Jewish culture is 
one of collectivism whereby Jews feel responsible for each 
other (Blech, 1999).  On the other hand, Western culture is 
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Historically, in the field of counseling and therapy, Jews 
have played a significant role.  Many of the founders of psy-
chotherapy were Jewish including Sigmund Freud, Alfred 
Adler, Albert Ellis, Fritz Perls, and Lawrence Kohlberg 
(American-Israeli Cooperative Enterprise, 2011).  Through-
out the decades, such famous Jews as Carol Gilligan, David 
Wechsler, Abraham Maslow, and Viktor Frankl have added 
copious amounts of knowledge to the counseling field.  Yet, 
as a group that represents one of the multiculturally diverse 
populations in the field of counseling, Jews are habitually 
omitted (Langman, 1995). 
However, there are currently an estimated 6,452,030 
Jews living in the United States (out of 308,745,538 people), 
making up 2.2% of the population (American-Israeli Coop-
erative Enterprise, 2011; U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).  In cer-
tain areas of the country, highly concentrated numbers of 
Jewish populations exist.  For example, 8.4% of New York-
ers are Jewish (1,618,320 out of 19,254,630 residents), 5.5% 
of New Jersey residents (480,000 out of 8,717,925 people), 
and 5.1% of District of Columbia residents are Jewish 
(28,000 out of 550,521 people; American-Israeli Coopera-
tive Enterprise, 2011).  Like counselors, Jewish American 
citizens exist in every state across the country, yet a paucity 
of foci on Jewish Americans’ counseling needs exists.  
The purpose of this article is to elicit attention to this 
subject and to make recommendations for counselors work-
ing with Jewish American clients.  Being multiculturally 
competent and acting with respect for all members of diverse 
populations are essential components to ethical behavior for 
counselors and counselor educators (American Counseling 
Association [ACA], 2005).  Thus, this article is an attempt to 
aid this effort and help counselors become more knowledge-
able of the lack of representation of Jewish Americans in 
counseling literature and training curricula.  
Lack of Judaism in Multicultural  
Counseling Literature 
Upon surveying five representative multicultural counseling 
texts (Dana, 2005; Korn & Bursztyn, 2002; Murphy-
Shigematsu, 2002; Sue, et al., 1998; Suzuki, Ponterotto, & 
Meller, 2001), we found little or no mention of Jewish 
Americans.  One researcher (Weinrach, 2002) surveyed 43 
graduate multicultural counseling textbooks written between 
1995 and 2000.  Twenty-seven of the texts did not include 
any section on either Judaism or anti-Semitism.  In searching 
through 20 years (1979-1999) of publications in the Journal 
of Counseling and Development, Weinrach (2002) surveyed 
2,400 articles, only 72 of which contained information on 
Judaism and/or anti-Semitism.   
Historically, multicultural counseling texts often address 
the following five groups of people: European Americans, 
African Americans, Asian Americans, Hispanic or Latino 
Americans, and Native Americans and Native Alaskans.  
One text (Sue et al., 1998) describes specific identity devel-
opment models for African Americans, Asian Americans, 
and Latino and Hispanic Americans.  The other texts make 
references to such particular groups as Filipino Americans, 
Japanese American descendents of those interned during 
World War II, biracial Americans, and Cambodian refugees; 
however, Jewish Americans remain unmentioned.  Although 
Judaism is a recognized ethnicity (Jews share social, cultur- 
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al, and religious heritage; Sue et al., 1998), it is often omit-
ted from discussions of ethnicity in the counseling literature 
and only considered a religion.  In addition, the U.S. Ethnic 
Census (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011) classifies over 20 differ-
ent groups of people including Hawaiians, Samoans, Gua-
manians, and Aleuts, but does not mention Jews.  A recent 
article (Smith, Kok-Mun, Brinson, & Mityagin, 2008) re-
viewed 17 years of articles (1989-2005) in the Counselor 
Education and Supervision journal concerning issues of mul-
ticulturalism.  Of the 460 articles examined, 78 were about 
multiculturalism; the authors mentioned articles concerning 
African Americans, Caucasians, sexual minorities, and dis-
abled persons, yet there was no mention of Judaism or Jews.  
Within the spectrum of multicultural counseling litera-
ture and counselor education curricula (e.g., conferences, 
coursework), it is apparent that Jews remain widely ignored 
(Langman, 1995).  Little reference is made to Jewish issues 
or anti-Semitism (Arredondo & D’Andrea, 1999; Weinrach, 
2002).  The absence of addressing such an issue as anti-
Semitism potentially lends to its inevitable continuation.  It 
is widely known that various minority groups underutilize 
mental health services that are provided by the majority cul-
ture and the lack of representation of Judaism in the litera-
ture and curriculum only serve to further deepen this discon-
nect (Schnall, 2006).    
The Experience of American  
Jews as Multicultural Individuals  
U.S. society puts great pressure on minorities to acculturate 
to the majority.  To be accepted in Western society, Jews of-
ten feel forced to assimilate with Christians and risk losing 
their cultural distinctiveness (Burke, Chauvin, & Miranti, 
2005).  Since ethnicity plays an important role in identity 
formation and building of self-esteem (Semans & Fish, 
2000), to deny such could prove to be damaging to an indi-
vidual.  Anti-Semitic attitudes, both subtle and overt, still 
exist, which creates stress and anxiety for Jewish Americans.  
Alienation from the majority group can lead to feelings of 
depression (Semans & Fish, 2000).  Within the Jewish 
community, great importance is put on intense valuing of 
Jewish identity; this is in direct opposition to the majority’s 
pressure to acculturate and de-emphasize one’s Jewishness 
(Oler, 1999).  Many Jews hesitate to reveal their Jewish 
identity to others as a result of the history of violence and 
persecutions the Jews have faced (Semans & Fish, 2000).  
This legacy of fear is deeply embedded in the consciousness 
of Jews (Langman, 1995).  Not disclosing one’s Jewishness 
is a means of self-protection, but stifling one’s identity can 
have harmful effects on an individual’s self-image and self-
esteem.  Low scores of Jewish identity are associated with 
low self-esteem, while high levels of positive Jewish identity 
is associated with high self-esteem (Oler, 1999).  Individuals 
who are ambivalent about their Jewish identity experience 
conflict and self-abasement due to the lack of identity reso-
lution.  This is reinforced by society’s marginalization of Ju-
daism (Oler, 1999) and the apparent lack of social justice for 
these individuals.  
Not all Jews embrace their ethnicity as a positive charac-
teristic.  There are Jews, like members of other minorities, 
who are self-loathing.  Similarly, Black identity theories 
(Cross, 1991; Helms, 1990) note a stage in which members 
choose to disidentify with their community.  This involves 
condemnation of one’s culture, denial of racism’s existence 
or impact, and acculturation with the majority (i.e., adopting 
characteristics of Western culture) (Langman, 1995).  Jews 
who engage in this type of self-hatred often feel embarrass-
ment due to their Jewishness and reject their ethnicity.  
Some Jews who disidentify choose to do so by means of 
changing their names, hair color and texture, and accents 
that reflect their Jewish heritage as well as shunning the He-
brew and Yiddish languages (Gilman, 1991).  
Some theorists (Cook & Helms, 1988) focus on physical 
differences when considering multicultural issues.  Referred 
to as a visible racial and ethnic group (VREG), VREG 
represents an important distinction when considering ob-
servable differences between people’s physical appearances 
(Cook & Helms, 1988).  This becomes problematic, howev-
er, when a person’s self-identification as a minority conflicts 
with the public’s view of that person (Sue et al., 1998).  This 
is common for Jewish Americans, many of whom do not 
consider their race to be that of Caucasian or White.  In fact, 
Jews are often considered an assimilated non-minority 
(Langman, 1995).  In the United States, the majority is gen-
erally considered to be White, Anglo-Saxon Protestants (Sue 
et al., 1998); rather than being amalgamated into this catego-
ry, Jews often prefer to define themselves by their ethnic 
origin of Judaism (Langman, 1995).  Society’s generaliza-
tion of Jews as part of the White culture creates an invalida-
tion of their Jewish experience.  Although many self-identify 
as being a multicultural minority, Jewish Americans receive 
the benefit of “passing” as White and many of the privileges 
that come with that status including invisibility or being able 
to blend in with others (Langman, 1995).  
Pride in one’s ethnic group and high self-esteem are re-
ciprocally correlated as are anxiety about personal differenc-
es and low self-esteem (Oler, 1999).  This means that as one 
variable increases, the other variable does, too; conversely, 
as one variable decreases, the other also decreases.  Mem-
bers of any racial or ethnic minority group that has been 
marginalized by the majority culture have attitudes toward 
themselves and others that have been shaped by their unique 
minority history and experience (Oler, 1999).  The Jewish 
culture promotes collaboration and a strong sense of respon-
sibility toward others, in part because of their history of op-
pression (Blech, 1999).  Jews feel accountable for attempt-
ing to fight for justice and make the world a better place 
around them, a concept in Hebrew known as “Tikkum 
Olam” (Semans & Fish, 2000).  Jews are supposed to per-
form daily mitzvahs, or good deeds, for others in order to 
promote world harmony (Blech, 1999).  Jewish culture is 
one of collectivism whereby Jews feel responsible for each 
other (Blech, 1999).  On the other hand, Western culture is 
43November 2011
Goldberg and Dixon 
Journal of Counseling Research and Practice    Volume 2   Number 1
one of individualism; autonomy is lauded (Adler, Rosenfeld, 
& Proctor, 2008).  The challenge that remains for the Amer-
ican Jew is to balance the pull from both ends of the conti-
nuum.  Human personality has two opposing vectors: partic-
ipation and separation (Schnall, 2006).  Regarding participa-
tion, individuals identify with those around them and strive 
to fuse with them; conversely, they also have instincts that 
lead them to differentiate and separate from others and strive 
to sever the self from the surroundings.  Counselors who in-
tend to work with Jewish clients should be aware of this 
problem of balance that American Jews experience.   
Multiculturally Competent Counseling and 
Counselor Education 
It is unreasonable to expect counselors to have extensive 
knowledge of all of the specifics regarding all clients’ cul-
tures; however, some knowledge is necessary for cohesive 
and effective counseling relationships.  We suggest that ba-
sic knowledge of Judaism can easily be taught to counselors-
in-training in multicultural and community counseling 
courses.  For instance, traditions such as keeping kosher 
could be taught, meaning that Jews prescribe to strict dietary 
guidelines set forth by the Torah (Wigoder, Skolnick, & Hi-
melstein, 2002).  In addition, certain foods are not consi-
dered to be clean enough to eat such as shellfish, birds of 
prey, and animals with cloven hooves that do not chew their 
cud (i.e., pigs) (Blech, 1999).  Foods that mix both dairy and 
meat products cannot be eaten.  Some Jews have separate 
sets of silverware, dishes, and even appliances (e.g., refrige-
rators, ovens) to keep meat apart from dairy in order to 
maintain their kosher diets.  Another cultural tradition to 
consider when working with Jewish clients pertains to writ-
ing.  When writing, many Jews do not write out the word 
“God”; rather, they write out “G-d” so as not to accidentally 
sin by defacing G-d’s name by erasing it (Goldman, 2007).  
Another Jewish tradition for counselors to be aware to is 
that of Shabbat, a time of rest commemorating G-d’s day of 
rest after accomplishing creation (Wigoder et al., 2002).  It is 
observed weekly from sundown on Friday night to sundown 
on Saturday night.  During this period, observing Jews are 
forbidden to engage in activities that constitute work such as 
spending money, driving, or using electricity.  In addition to 
Shabbat, certain holidays hold special importance for Jews.  
Counselors would benefit from knowing the significance of 
these Jewish holidays.  The most essential holidays are Rosh 
Hashanah (Jewish New Year) and Yom Kippur (Day of 
Atonement), also known as the High Holidays or the High 
Holy Days (Blech, 1999; Goldman, 2007).  In the Hebrew 
calendar, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur occur during the 
month of Tishrei.  This corresponds to sometime during ei-
ther September or October in the secular calendar (Blech, 
1999; Goldman, 2007).  The popular belief that Hanukkah is 
the most significant of Jewish holidays because it falls 
around the same time as the Christian’s celebration of 
Christmas is erroneous (Blech, 1999; Goldman, 2007).  Ra-
ther, Jews hold Yom Kippur specifically to be the most im-
portant of all holidays; it is a solemn day of fasting and 
prayer in which Jews ritualistically cleanse themselves of all 
the sins they committed over the previous year.  When 
classes, exams, presentations, and conferences are scheduled 
during these times, Jews are forced to decide between fol-
lowing their religious beliefs, attending the event, or speak-
ing up and attempting to change the date of the event 
(Langman, 1995).  Doing anything other than attending the 
event forces the individual to call attention publicly to their 
Jewishness, something that not every Jew is comfortable 
doing.  Pressure to forego their traditions and assimilate can 
lend to stress and pressure for Jews.  
Above and beyond specific knowledge of Jewish tenets 
and practices, counselors, counselor educators and counse-
lors-in-training would benefit from general knowledge of 
Jewish history (Langman, 1995).  Jews have survived for 
thousands of years, and many Jews consider themselves to 
be an endangered group of people.  They have suffered an 
existence rife with anti-Semitism, and that oppressive histo-
ry should be taught to counselors so that their multicultural 
competence can be improved.  The Holocaust (Bartov, 2000) 
in Europe during the years of 1933-1945 marked the most 
significant act of anti-Semitism in the history of Judaism.  
Multiculturally competent counselors need to know about 
the impact the Holocaust has had on Jews and the many gen-
erations of Jews to come.  Also, it is pertinent to address the 
impact of the denial of the Holocaust’s occurrence on the 
Jewish community.  At least six million Jews were brutally 
slaughtered, yet to this day many insist that the Holocaust 
was a hoax (Powell, 2000).  The pain the Jewish community 
feels in relation to this event is immense, and the denial only 
serves to deepen it.  A client’s religious upbringing and eth-
nic background have great impact on the choices she or he 
makes (Tarakeshwar, Stanton, & Pargament, 2003).  Reli-
gion aids its participants by acting as a means to cope with 
life stressors.  If a counselor has basic knowledge of his or 
her client’s worldview, that counselor is usually better able 
to empathize with clients, promoting greater rapport and a 
more successful counseling environment.  
It is extremely important to remember that there are great 
differences among members of the Jewish community, so 
counselors must be cognizant not to assume that all Jews are 
the same.  Most modern Jews are considered Ashkenazic, al-
though some are Sephardic (Gilman, 1991).  The difference 
lies in the origin of one’s family: Ashkenazic Jews originally 
come from Eastern Europe (i.e., Germany, Russia, Poland), 
while Sephardic Jews are from the Iberian Peninsula (i.e., 
Spain, Portugal) (Wigoder et al., 2002).  The difference in 
geographic origin can translate to rituals and traditions that 
look very different from each other (Wigoder et al., 2002).  
Another distinction is the varying denominations among Ju-
daism. Orthodox Jews exercise very strict observance of re-
ligious laws while Humanistic Jews are nontheistic and em-
phasize Jewish history and culture as the sources of identity 
rather than the word of the Torah, a written text of Jewish 
laws and traditions (Blech, 1999).  Within the spectrum be-
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tween Othodox and Humanistic Jewish worldviews fall nu-
merous other denominations, including Conservative, 
Reform, and Restructionist Jews, each of whom follow reli-
gious tenets to varying degrees.  Rich diversity lies within 
American and World Jewish culture, thus a full description 
of this continuum would be too cumbersome to include in 
this manuscript.  In order to emphasize all of the varied dif-
ferences that exist, a second article on the subject would be 
appropriate.  
Recommendations for Counseling  
Jewish Clients  
It is important to remember that the term “Jewish” is a ne-
bulous one.  Some define it as a religion, others an ethnicity, 
yet others a culture (Langman, 1995).  There are also those 
individuals whose denotation of “Jewish” combine all three 
definitions and consider it a religion, ethnicity, and culture 
amalgamated.  Counselors should engage their Jewish 
clients in conversations delineating what being Jewish 
means to them.  This process will benefit both counselors 
and clients, because counselors will have a better under-
standing of their Jewish clients’ worldviews while the 
clients’ verbal expressions of understanding of Judaism can 
help to solidify their self-identities as Jews (Oler, 1999).   
Thus far, we have mainly addressed knowledge of Jew-
ish culture as a function of multicultural competence and 
ethical practice for counselors.  In order to be truly compe-
tent, it is also crucial that counselors explore and address 
their own prejudices and feelings toward Jews and anti-
Semitism (Langman, 1995).  Counselors should ask them-
selves questions such as, “Am I aware of anti-Semitic atti-
tudes and behaviors?  Do I hold any negative beliefs toward 
Jews?  Do I contribute in any way to anti-Semitism?”  If a 
counselor discovers that he or she indeed has negative feel-
ings toward Jews, that individual should seek supervision 
and/or counseling in order to resolve the issue(s) so that 
clients are not harmed or negatively affected (Langman, 
1995). 
A valuable recommendation for clinical practice with 
Jewish clients is for counselors to become affiliated with key 
stakeholders in the community (e.g., rabbis, cantors, other 
temple and congregation figureheads) (Schnall, 2006).  
Doing so can create a sense of trustworthiness and legitima-
cy for counselors among members of the Jewish community 
making them more likely to seek counseling services from 
those individuals.  By developing close working relation-
ships with local rabbis, counselors can establish referral re-
sources.  Often, congregation members will ask their rabbis 
for guidance with personal problems, psychological or oth-
erwise; rabbis are likely to refer their congregations to coun-
selors that they know and trust (Schnall, 2006).  In addition 
to establishing referral resources, counselors who ingratiate 
themselves with rabbis can benefit from their wisdom and 
counsel creating a consultation relationship.  Consultants 
collaborate with and assist counselors in delivery of effec-
tive services to clients (Brown, Pryswansky, & Schulte, 
2011).  Consultancy relationships with rabbis can aid coun-
selors by increasing their knowledge of working with Jews 
which decreases the potential for offending Jewish clients by 
lack of knowledge of their culture (Schnall, 2006).  
Certain behaviors of religious Jews, such as washing and 
eating habits, might be misconstrued as obsessive-
compulsive.  Consulting with rabbis can help counselors de-
termine whether actions are indicative of psychological dis-
tress or simply a reflection of religious observance (Schnall, 
2006).  For example, religious Jews laud ambition, competi-
tion, and constant striving to achieve goals (Sorotzkin, 
1999).  Judaism promotes the aim of shleimoos, which liter-
ally translates to “wholeness” in English but is interpreted as 
meaning “perfection” (Sorotzkin, 1999).  Within the context 
of Western mental health, perfectionism is often associated 
with obsessive-compulsive disorder, narcissism, and depres-
sion (Sorotzkin, 1999).  For counselors working with Jewish 
clients and the concept of shleimoos, they would be advised 
to consult with rabbis as to the difference between pathology 
and religiosity.  
The Jewish calendar is not consistent with the secular ca-
lendar, and many printed secular calendars do not report 
Jewish holidays.  If a counselor chooses to display a calen-
dar anywhere in his or her setting (e.g., school, agency, pri-
vate practice), that calendar should either be neutral (i.e., 
free from all religious holidays) or inclusive of Jewish holi-
days as a way of being sensitive toward Jewish clients.  It is 
important for counselors to be aware of Jewish holidays as 
they occur very frequently throughout the year.  Scheduling 
a session, presentation, class (or anything of the like) during 
a Jewish holiday can be considered quite insensitive toward 
Jews.  Hopefully, with the points highlighted in this article, 
counselors will be better equipped to address Jewish Ameri-
cans in a culturally sensitive fashion.  
Recommendations for Future  
Research and Literature 
In order to further expand the topic of counseling Jewish 
Americans and including them in multicultural counseling li-
terature and curricula, more dissemination of information is 
needed.  Multicultural researchers need to consider how they 
can become more inclusive of this underserved portion of 
the population.  Counselor educators should consider ways 
in which they can address the needs of this client population 
throughout the counseling curricula (e.g., Counseling in 
Community Settings, Multicultural Counseling, and Family 
Counseling) and produce more knowledgeable multicultural-
ly competent counselors.  
Conclusion 
A society that truly appreciates multiculturalism is one that 
makes use of the diverse elements that comprise it (Sue et 
al., 1998).  All resources are utilized and the contributions of 
all groups are valued.  Differences are viewed as gifts to be 
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one of individualism; autonomy is lauded (Adler, Rosenfeld, 
& Proctor, 2008).  The challenge that remains for the Amer-
ican Jew is to balance the pull from both ends of the conti-
nuum.  Human personality has two opposing vectors: partic-
ipation and separation (Schnall, 2006).  Regarding participa-
tion, individuals identify with those around them and strive 
to fuse with them; conversely, they also have instincts that 
lead them to differentiate and separate from others and strive 
to sever the self from the surroundings.  Counselors who in-
tend to work with Jewish clients should be aware of this 
problem of balance that American Jews experience.   
Multiculturally Competent Counseling and 
Counselor Education 
It is unreasonable to expect counselors to have extensive 
knowledge of all of the specifics regarding all clients’ cul-
tures; however, some knowledge is necessary for cohesive 
and effective counseling relationships.  We suggest that ba-
sic knowledge of Judaism can easily be taught to counselors-
in-training in multicultural and community counseling 
courses.  For instance, traditions such as keeping kosher 
could be taught, meaning that Jews prescribe to strict dietary 
guidelines set forth by the Torah (Wigoder, Skolnick, & Hi-
melstein, 2002).  In addition, certain foods are not consi-
dered to be clean enough to eat such as shellfish, birds of 
prey, and animals with cloven hooves that do not chew their 
cud (i.e., pigs) (Blech, 1999).  Foods that mix both dairy and 
meat products cannot be eaten.  Some Jews have separate 
sets of silverware, dishes, and even appliances (e.g., refrige-
rators, ovens) to keep meat apart from dairy in order to 
maintain their kosher diets.  Another cultural tradition to 
consider when working with Jewish clients pertains to writ-
ing.  When writing, many Jews do not write out the word 
“God”; rather, they write out “G-d” so as not to accidentally 
sin by defacing G-d’s name by erasing it (Goldman, 2007).  
Another Jewish tradition for counselors to be aware to is 
that of Shabbat, a time of rest commemorating G-d’s day of 
rest after accomplishing creation (Wigoder et al., 2002).  It is 
observed weekly from sundown on Friday night to sundown 
on Saturday night.  During this period, observing Jews are 
forbidden to engage in activities that constitute work such as 
spending money, driving, or using electricity.  In addition to 
Shabbat, certain holidays hold special importance for Jews.  
Counselors would benefit from knowing the significance of 
these Jewish holidays.  The most essential holidays are Rosh 
Hashanah (Jewish New Year) and Yom Kippur (Day of 
Atonement), also known as the High Holidays or the High 
Holy Days (Blech, 1999; Goldman, 2007).  In the Hebrew 
calendar, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur occur during the 
month of Tishrei.  This corresponds to sometime during ei-
ther September or October in the secular calendar (Blech, 
1999; Goldman, 2007).  The popular belief that Hanukkah is 
the most significant of Jewish holidays because it falls 
around the same time as the Christian’s celebration of 
Christmas is erroneous (Blech, 1999; Goldman, 2007).  Ra-
ther, Jews hold Yom Kippur specifically to be the most im-
portant of all holidays; it is a solemn day of fasting and 
prayer in which Jews ritualistically cleanse themselves of all 
the sins they committed over the previous year.  When 
classes, exams, presentations, and conferences are scheduled 
during these times, Jews are forced to decide between fol-
lowing their religious beliefs, attending the event, or speak-
ing up and attempting to change the date of the event 
(Langman, 1995).  Doing anything other than attending the 
event forces the individual to call attention publicly to their 
Jewishness, something that not every Jew is comfortable 
doing.  Pressure to forego their traditions and assimilate can 
lend to stress and pressure for Jews.  
Above and beyond specific knowledge of Jewish tenets 
and practices, counselors, counselor educators and counse-
lors-in-training would benefit from general knowledge of 
Jewish history (Langman, 1995).  Jews have survived for 
thousands of years, and many Jews consider themselves to 
be an endangered group of people.  They have suffered an 
existence rife with anti-Semitism, and that oppressive histo-
ry should be taught to counselors so that their multicultural 
competence can be improved.  The Holocaust (Bartov, 2000) 
in Europe during the years of 1933-1945 marked the most 
significant act of anti-Semitism in the history of Judaism.  
Multiculturally competent counselors need to know about 
the impact the Holocaust has had on Jews and the many gen-
erations of Jews to come.  Also, it is pertinent to address the 
impact of the denial of the Holocaust’s occurrence on the 
Jewish community.  At least six million Jews were brutally 
slaughtered, yet to this day many insist that the Holocaust 
was a hoax (Powell, 2000).  The pain the Jewish community 
feels in relation to this event is immense, and the denial only 
serves to deepen it.  A client’s religious upbringing and eth-
nic background have great impact on the choices she or he 
makes (Tarakeshwar, Stanton, & Pargament, 2003).  Reli-
gion aids its participants by acting as a means to cope with 
life stressors.  If a counselor has basic knowledge of his or 
her client’s worldview, that counselor is usually better able 
to empathize with clients, promoting greater rapport and a 
more successful counseling environment.  
It is extremely important to remember that there are great 
differences among members of the Jewish community, so 
counselors must be cognizant not to assume that all Jews are 
the same.  Most modern Jews are considered Ashkenazic, al-
though some are Sephardic (Gilman, 1991).  The difference 
lies in the origin of one’s family: Ashkenazic Jews originally 
come from Eastern Europe (i.e., Germany, Russia, Poland), 
while Sephardic Jews are from the Iberian Peninsula (i.e., 
Spain, Portugal) (Wigoder et al., 2002).  The difference in 
geographic origin can translate to rituals and traditions that 
look very different from each other (Wigoder et al., 2002).  
Another distinction is the varying denominations among Ju-
daism. Orthodox Jews exercise very strict observance of re-
ligious laws while Humanistic Jews are nontheistic and em-
phasize Jewish history and culture as the sources of identity 
rather than the word of the Torah, a written text of Jewish 
laws and traditions (Blech, 1999).  Within the spectrum be-
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tween Othodox and Humanistic Jewish worldviews fall nu-
merous other denominations, including Conservative, 
Reform, and Restructionist Jews, each of whom follow reli-
gious tenets to varying degrees.  Rich diversity lies within 
American and World Jewish culture, thus a full description 
of this continuum would be too cumbersome to include in 
this manuscript.  In order to emphasize all of the varied dif-
ferences that exist, a second article on the subject would be 
appropriate.  
Recommendations for Counseling  
Jewish Clients  
It is important to remember that the term “Jewish” is a ne-
bulous one.  Some define it as a religion, others an ethnicity, 
yet others a culture (Langman, 1995).  There are also those 
individuals whose denotation of “Jewish” combine all three 
definitions and consider it a religion, ethnicity, and culture 
amalgamated.  Counselors should engage their Jewish 
clients in conversations delineating what being Jewish 
means to them.  This process will benefit both counselors 
and clients, because counselors will have a better under-
standing of their Jewish clients’ worldviews while the 
clients’ verbal expressions of understanding of Judaism can 
help to solidify their self-identities as Jews (Oler, 1999).   
Thus far, we have mainly addressed knowledge of Jew-
ish culture as a function of multicultural competence and 
ethical practice for counselors.  In order to be truly compe-
tent, it is also crucial that counselors explore and address 
their own prejudices and feelings toward Jews and anti-
Semitism (Langman, 1995).  Counselors should ask them-
selves questions such as, “Am I aware of anti-Semitic atti-
tudes and behaviors?  Do I hold any negative beliefs toward 
Jews?  Do I contribute in any way to anti-Semitism?”  If a 
counselor discovers that he or she indeed has negative feel-
ings toward Jews, that individual should seek supervision 
and/or counseling in order to resolve the issue(s) so that 
clients are not harmed or negatively affected (Langman, 
1995). 
A valuable recommendation for clinical practice with 
Jewish clients is for counselors to become affiliated with key 
stakeholders in the community (e.g., rabbis, cantors, other 
temple and congregation figureheads) (Schnall, 2006).  
Doing so can create a sense of trustworthiness and legitima-
cy for counselors among members of the Jewish community 
making them more likely to seek counseling services from 
those individuals.  By developing close working relation-
ships with local rabbis, counselors can establish referral re-
sources.  Often, congregation members will ask their rabbis 
for guidance with personal problems, psychological or oth-
erwise; rabbis are likely to refer their congregations to coun-
selors that they know and trust (Schnall, 2006).  In addition 
to establishing referral resources, counselors who ingratiate 
themselves with rabbis can benefit from their wisdom and 
counsel creating a consultation relationship.  Consultants 
collaborate with and assist counselors in delivery of effec-
tive services to clients (Brown, Pryswansky, & Schulte, 
2011).  Consultancy relationships with rabbis can aid coun-
selors by increasing their knowledge of working with Jews 
which decreases the potential for offending Jewish clients by 
lack of knowledge of their culture (Schnall, 2006).  
Certain behaviors of religious Jews, such as washing and 
eating habits, might be misconstrued as obsessive-
compulsive.  Consulting with rabbis can help counselors de-
termine whether actions are indicative of psychological dis-
tress or simply a reflection of religious observance (Schnall, 
2006).  For example, religious Jews laud ambition, competi-
tion, and constant striving to achieve goals (Sorotzkin, 
1999).  Judaism promotes the aim of shleimoos, which liter-
ally translates to “wholeness” in English but is interpreted as 
meaning “perfection” (Sorotzkin, 1999).  Within the context 
of Western mental health, perfectionism is often associated 
with obsessive-compulsive disorder, narcissism, and depres-
sion (Sorotzkin, 1999).  For counselors working with Jewish 
clients and the concept of shleimoos, they would be advised 
to consult with rabbis as to the difference between pathology 
and religiosity.  
The Jewish calendar is not consistent with the secular ca-
lendar, and many printed secular calendars do not report 
Jewish holidays.  If a counselor chooses to display a calen-
dar anywhere in his or her setting (e.g., school, agency, pri-
vate practice), that calendar should either be neutral (i.e., 
free from all religious holidays) or inclusive of Jewish holi-
days as a way of being sensitive toward Jewish clients.  It is 
important for counselors to be aware of Jewish holidays as 
they occur very frequently throughout the year.  Scheduling 
a session, presentation, class (or anything of the like) during 
a Jewish holiday can be considered quite insensitive toward 
Jews.  Hopefully, with the points highlighted in this article, 
counselors will be better equipped to address Jewish Ameri-
cans in a culturally sensitive fashion.  
Recommendations for Future  
Research and Literature 
In order to further expand the topic of counseling Jewish 
Americans and including them in multicultural counseling li-
terature and curricula, more dissemination of information is 
needed.  Multicultural researchers need to consider how they 
can become more inclusive of this underserved portion of 
the population.  Counselor educators should consider ways 
in which they can address the needs of this client population 
throughout the counseling curricula (e.g., Counseling in 
Community Settings, Multicultural Counseling, and Family 
Counseling) and produce more knowledgeable multicultural-
ly competent counselors.  
Conclusion 
A society that truly appreciates multiculturalism is one that 
makes use of the diverse elements that comprise it (Sue et 
al., 1998).  All resources are utilized and the contributions of 
all groups are valued.  Differences are viewed as gifts to be 
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used as sources of enlightenment, knowledge, and growth 
for others.  Learning about another’s culture has the power 
to help an individual become more tolerant and accepting of 
people that are dissimilar to him or her.  By integrating Jew-
ish Americans into the multicultural counseling literature 
and curricula, counselors will be better able to serve their 
clientele, and counselor educators will produce more compe-
tent counselors.  Rather than training mental health profes-
sionals in traditional networks of values, attitudes, and prac-
tices (which only benefit a narrow portion of the greater 
population), they should be exposed to ideas other than that 
of mainstream groups of people (Sue et al., 1998).  To do 
otherwise creates a situation whereby harm may be commit-
ted against minority clients as a function of ignorance.     
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In counselor education, researchers have explored pedagogy 
in assessment and appraisal by examining specific strategies 
and activities that are employed in the classroom (Davis, 
Chang, & McGlothlin, 2005).  The impetus for this research 
relates to enticing students to learn these concepts when as-
sessment courses are often met with "dread and fear" above 
all other courses in the counseling program curriculum (Da-
vis et al., 2005, p. 95).  However, students' anxiety or fear of 
the assessment course and instructional strategies that alle-
viate this anxiety has not been examined in the literature.  
Research on statistics anxiety indicates that assessment 
course anxiety may share some of the same contributing fac-
tors as statistics anxiety. 
Statistics anxiety is defined as anxiety that occurs as a 
result of encountering statistics in any form and at any level 
(Onwuegbuzie, DaRos, & Ryan, 1997).  According to On-
wuegbuzie (2003), more than two-thirds of graduate students 
appear to experience uncomfortable levels of statistics anxie-
ty.  Based on research, statistics anxiety negatively affects 
learning due to situational, dispositional, and personal fac-
tors (Pan & Tang, 2004).  Situational factors include stu-
dents' math experience (Baloglu 2003; Hong & Karstensson, 
2002) and statistics, computer, and research experience (Pan 
and Tang, 2004).  Dispositional factors refer to students' 
math self-concept or self-esteem (Zeidner, 1991), scholastic 
competence (Onwuegbuzie, 2000), perfectionism (Onwueg-
buzie & Daley, 1999; Walsh & Ugumba-Agwunobi, 2002), 
hope (Onwuegbuzie, 1998), and procrastination (Onwueg-
buzie, 2000; Walsh & Ugumba-Agwunobi, 2002).  Learning 
style (Onwuegbuzie, 1998), age (Baloglu, 2003), gender 
(Hong & Karstensson, 2002), and ethnicity (Bell, 1998; On-
wuegbuzie, 1999) contribute to personal factors. 
Pan and Tang (2005) researched factors and instructional 
strategies that alleviated anxiety in students taking a statis-
tics course.  Fear of math, lack of connection between statis-
tics and daily life, pace of instruction, and the instructor's at-
titude were identified as four patterns of factors that contri-
buted to statistics anxiety.  The majority of the participants 
reported anxiety related to math deficiency such as a math 
phobia.  Study participants also reported a lack of under-
standing how statistics is useful in dealing with daily life 
problems which made it difficult to learn the concepts or 
place any importance on learning the concepts.  The pace of 
instruction or the intensity of the instruction affected their 
perception of their own ability to learn the material.  If in-
formation was presented in a short amount of time (i.e., short 
semester) versus over an entire academic year, participants 
reported a negative impact on their learning (Pan & Tang, 
2005).  Bell (2001) also found that students taking beginning 
statistics in an accelerated format score significantly higher 
on anxiety scales that indicate higher anxiety levels.  Finally, 
the perception of the instructor's attitude in class was as-
sessed as helpful or harmful.  Participants reported feeling 
ridiculed for their lack of knowledge of the concepts which 
resulted in lower self-esteem. 
In addition to learning more about factors contributing to 
statistics anxiety, Pan and Tang (2005) examined instruc-
tional strategies that participants' reported as helpful to them 
while learning the concepts.  Helpful strategies included the 
instructors' practical application of the concepts, ability to 
carry real-world examples throughout the course, provision 
of an orientation prior to the beginning of the course, utiliza-
tion of multiple evaluation criteria, and ability to be flexible 
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used as sources of enlightenment, knowledge, and growth 
for others.  Learning about another’s culture has the power 
to help an individual become more tolerant and accepting of 
people that are dissimilar to him or her.  By integrating Jew-
ish Americans into the multicultural counseling literature 
and curricula, counselors will be better able to serve their 
clientele, and counselor educators will produce more compe-
tent counselors.  Rather than training mental health profes-
sionals in traditional networks of values, attitudes, and prac-
tices (which only benefit a narrow portion of the greater 
population), they should be exposed to ideas other than that 
of mainstream groups of people (Sue et al., 1998).  To do 
otherwise creates a situation whereby harm may be commit-
ted against minority clients as a function of ignorance.     
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sessment courses are often met with "dread and fear" above 
all other courses in the counseling program curriculum (Da-
vis et al., 2005, p. 95).  However, students' anxiety or fear of 
the assessment course and instructional strategies that alle-
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course anxiety may share some of the same contributing fac-
tors as statistics anxiety. 
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ty.  Based on research, statistics anxiety negatively affects 
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Pan and Tang (2005) researched factors and instructional 
strategies that alleviated anxiety in students taking a statis-
tics course.  Fear of math, lack of connection between statis-
tics and daily life, pace of instruction, and the instructor's at-
titude were identified as four patterns of factors that contri-
buted to statistics anxiety.  The majority of the participants 
reported anxiety related to math deficiency such as a math 
phobia.  Study participants also reported a lack of under-
standing how statistics is useful in dealing with daily life 
problems which made it difficult to learn the concepts or 
place any importance on learning the concepts.  The pace of 
instruction or the intensity of the instruction affected their 
perception of their own ability to learn the material.  If in-
formation was presented in a short amount of time (i.e., short 
semester) versus over an entire academic year, participants 
reported a negative impact on their learning (Pan & Tang, 
2005).  Bell (2001) also found that students taking beginning 
statistics in an accelerated format score significantly higher 
on anxiety scales that indicate higher anxiety levels.  Finally, 
the perception of the instructor's attitude in class was as-
sessed as helpful or harmful.  Participants reported feeling 
ridiculed for their lack of knowledge of the concepts which 
resulted in lower self-esteem. 
In addition to learning more about factors contributing to 
statistics anxiety, Pan and Tang (2005) examined instruc-
tional strategies that participants' reported as helpful to them 
while learning the concepts.  Helpful strategies included the 
instructors' practical application of the concepts, ability to 
carry real-world examples throughout the course, provision 
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in their availability to provide assistance.  These findings 
correspond with prior research indicating that students re-
spond with less statistics anxiety when statistics is applied to 
real-world situations (Forte, 1995) and a variety of multiple 
evaluation criteria are employed (Dolinsky, 2001). 
Although these studies provide information on factors 
that contribute to statistics anxiety in college students, they 
cannot be generalized to the thoughts and perceptions of stu-
dents who take counselor education courses that focus on as-
sessment and appraisal techniques.  Based on anecdotal evi-
dence that counselors-in-training (CITs) procrastinate in tak-
ing assessment courses as well as research courses, it is 
somewhat logical to assume CITs may be experiencing some 
level of anxiety about assessment courses.  Because research 
on statistics anxiety is evidence of the negative relationship 
between high levels of statistics anxiety and course perfor-
mance, it is important to determine if a similar relationship is 
occurring in assessment courses.  
The current study (a pre- and post-test design) was used 
to focus on CIT's thoughts and feelings about taking an as-
sessment course.   In addition, we assessed levels of confi-
dence, competence, and the effectiveness of instructional 
strategies.   
Method 
In designing the study, we were interested in obtaining qua-
litative aspects of the participants' experience before and af-
ter taking the assessment course.  Hence, an open-ended 
question survey was created.  Additionally, two Likert-
questions were included that assessed competence and con-
fidence with assessment concepts.  Participant responses 
were analyzed by the researchers to identify possible themes. 
Participants 
The participants in the study included students enrolled in a 
masters-level assessment in counseling course at a large uni-
versity in the southeast.  A total of 46 students completed the 
pre-survey for both 2007 and 2008 summer assessment 
classes.   The majority of the participants reported their age 
to be in the 20 to 25 year-old range (n = 21).  Fourteen par-
ticipants were in the 26 to 30 year-old range, five were in the 
31 to 40 year-old range, and seven were in the 41+ range.  
The pool of participants identified as: Caucasians 
representing 78% (n = 37), African Americans representing 
17% (n = 8), and 2 participants representing no identified ra-
cial group.   
Procedure and Data Collection 
Utilizing grounded theory as the research basis required us 
to make preliminary decisions about the participants or pur-
posive sampling (Glaser, 1978; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  
Only students who were registered to take an assessment 
course in counseling were appropriate due to the nature of 
the research.  In order to have sufficient data to examine, the 
study was conducted with two separate assessment classes.  
Because the course was offered only one time a year during 
a summer session, data was collected during the summers of 
2007 and 2008.  The class offered the same instructor, sylla-
bus, assignments, and text. 
We developed two unpublished, on-line surveys based 
on ideas presented in the statistics anxiety literature (Pan & 
Tang, 2004; 2005) and conducted a pilot study (Gibson & 
McCallum, 2006) a summer session assessment class in 
2006.  The pre-survey questions (Table 1) were administered 
prior to the beginning of the summer course session.  
All students registered for the course were contacted via 
email.  This initial email included a letter of informed con-
sent, directions for taking the survey, and the Internet link to 
the pre-survey.  In an effort to eliminate possible undue in-
fluence from the instructor, the letter of informed consent 
described the procedures for examining the survey results.  
Since the instructor of the course was also the lead research-
er for the project, the second author collected the pre-survey 
data and did not disclose this information to the instructor 
during the summer session.  
This data included the names of students who partici-
pated in the pre-survey, as they were the only students eligi-
ble to participate in the post-survey.  Students were provided 
with extra credit points for completing both surveys at the 
end of the semester.  With one week remaining in the seme-
ster, the instructor provided the Internet link for the post-
survey questions (see Table 1) to the class with the instruc-
tions that only students who completed the pre-survey were 
eligible to take the post-survey during the last week of class.  
A total of 42 students completed the post-survey for both 
summer assessment courses.  The second author provided 
the instructor with the names of students who completed 
both surveys in order to award extra credit points.  The re-
maining data were examined by both researchers after 
grades were submitted. 
Analyses of Bias 
In qualitative research, it is important to assess the relation-
ship between the researcher and the ideas being studied.  In 
this case, one of the researchers was a tenure-track assistant 
professor who was also the instructor of the assessment of 
counseling course.  The second researcher was a doctoral 
student in a counselor education program and research assis-
tant for the instructor.  Prior to data collection the research-
ers met to discuss their ideas and views about this study and 
reviewed the results of a pilot study (Gibson & McCallum, 
2006) in order to be aware of potential confounds and bias to 
the data collection process. 
Data Analysis 
The results of the pre- and post-surveys for 2007 and 2008 
were read and coded by both researchers.  Each of us read 
the results several times to identify themes in the data.  After 
these individual readings, we met to examine the themes we 
had found, and we named these themes.  In this open coding 
process, 15 identified incidents and issues with similarities 
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Table 1. Survey Questions
Pre-Survey Questions Post-Survey Questions 
1. What is your name?  1. What is your name? 
2. What does assessment mean to you?  2. What are your thoughts as you complete this course?
3. What are your thoughts as you begin this course?  3. What are your feelings as you complete this course? 
4. What are your feelings as you begin this course?  4. What concerns did you experience during the course?
5. What concerns do you have as you begin this course?  5. How did your concerns change and why? 
6. Can anything be done now to address your concerns?         
If so, what? 
 
6. Could anything have been done to address your          
concerns?  What?
7. How would you rate your comfort with the concept   
of assessment? 
 7. How would you rate your comfort with the concept of    
assessment? 
8. How would you rate your competence with the       
concept of assessment? 
 
8. How would you rate your competence with the     
concept of assessment? 
Response options: 1-None at All, 2-A Little, 3-Somewhat, 4-Often, 5-Extremely 
 
were reorganized and redefined into five thematic categories 
based on the pre-survey.  
For the post-survey, the open coding process identified 
10 incidents and issues with similarities.  These incidents 
were reorganized and redefined into six thematic categories.  
Patton (2002) describes this process as generating analyst-
constructed typologies, which are typologies created and ap-
plied to the participants' responses by researchers that are 
grounded in the data but not necessarily used or explicitly 
reported by participants.  This process entails uncovering 
patterns, themes, and categories in order to guide further ex-
plorations in the study.  Once the process of open coding 
was completed, we engaged in axial coding of the connec-
tions between these categories.  We completed this process 
as individuals and together by examining the context, me-
diating variables, and goal-oriented activities of the partici-
pants in their experience in an assessment course (White & 
Marsh, 2006).   
In addition, two pre- and post-survey quantitative ques-
tions were asked in regard to level of comfort and compe-
tence with the concept of assessment.  Responses were based 
on a 5-point Likert scale on a continuum of “none at all” to 
“extremely.”  These results were analyzed using the statis-
tical computer analysis system SPSS 16.0 (2007).   
Results 
Five themes emerged after analyzing the pre-survey data and 
six themes emerged after analyzing the post-survey data.  
The pre-survey also included an open-ended question about 
the meaning of assessment.  The pre-survey themes included 
(a) perception of difficulty and challenge associated with an  
assessment course, (b) anxiety and fear of failure, (c) exter-
nal issues that influence success, (d) value of practical im-
plications, and (e) professor influence.  The post-survey 
themes included (a) competence and confidence, (b) better 
understanding of assessment, (c) academic self-concept, (d) 
value of practical implications, and (e) professor influence.  
Words that highlight the essence of each theme are italicized 
in the respondents' quotes for the pre- and post-surveys. 
Pre-Survey 
The pre-survey internet link was emailed to all of the stu-
dents registered for the course in the Summers of 2007 and 
2008.  A description of the five themes that emerged from 
the pre-survey results follows. 
 
The Meaning of Assessment.  When asked about 
the meaning of assessment in the pre-survey, the majority of 
the participants’ responses centered on words such as eva-
luating, testing, gathering information, and measurement.  
Many of the recorded responses connected these terms to 
counseling as reported by one participant, “Assessment 
means utilizing tests and other measures to gain data on 
clients in order to make an educated evaluation and/or as-
sessment of that individual.” 
The majority of the comments alluded to more formal as-
sessment that utilizes tests, techniques, and measures rather 
than informal assessment, “A test of some sort to gather in-
formation.”  Furthermore, some of the participants named 
specific state tests that were used in the public education 
system to assess achievement or associated assessment with 
tests in schools.  There was an acknowledgment in other par-
ticipants’ responses that assessment could be used in con-
junction with program evaluation and not only with individ-
uals. 
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in their availability to provide assistance.  These findings 
correspond with prior research indicating that students re-
spond with less statistics anxiety when statistics is applied to 
real-world situations (Forte, 1995) and a variety of multiple 
evaluation criteria are employed (Dolinsky, 2001). 
Although these studies provide information on factors 
that contribute to statistics anxiety in college students, they 
cannot be generalized to the thoughts and perceptions of stu-
dents who take counselor education courses that focus on as-
sessment and appraisal techniques.  Based on anecdotal evi-
dence that counselors-in-training (CITs) procrastinate in tak-
ing assessment courses as well as research courses, it is 
somewhat logical to assume CITs may be experiencing some 
level of anxiety about assessment courses.  Because research 
on statistics anxiety is evidence of the negative relationship 
between high levels of statistics anxiety and course perfor-
mance, it is important to determine if a similar relationship is 
occurring in assessment courses.  
The current study (a pre- and post-test design) was used 
to focus on CIT's thoughts and feelings about taking an as-
sessment course.   In addition, we assessed levels of confi-
dence, competence, and the effectiveness of instructional 
strategies.   
Method 
In designing the study, we were interested in obtaining qua-
litative aspects of the participants' experience before and af-
ter taking the assessment course.  Hence, an open-ended 
question survey was created.  Additionally, two Likert-
questions were included that assessed competence and con-
fidence with assessment concepts.  Participant responses 
were analyzed by the researchers to identify possible themes. 
Participants 
The participants in the study included students enrolled in a 
masters-level assessment in counseling course at a large uni-
versity in the southeast.  A total of 46 students completed the 
pre-survey for both 2007 and 2008 summer assessment 
classes.   The majority of the participants reported their age 
to be in the 20 to 25 year-old range (n = 21).  Fourteen par-
ticipants were in the 26 to 30 year-old range, five were in the 
31 to 40 year-old range, and seven were in the 41+ range.  
The pool of participants identified as: Caucasians 
representing 78% (n = 37), African Americans representing 
17% (n = 8), and 2 participants representing no identified ra-
cial group.   
Procedure and Data Collection 
Utilizing grounded theory as the research basis required us 
to make preliminary decisions about the participants or pur-
posive sampling (Glaser, 1978; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  
Only students who were registered to take an assessment 
course in counseling were appropriate due to the nature of 
the research.  In order to have sufficient data to examine, the 
study was conducted with two separate assessment classes.  
Because the course was offered only one time a year during 
a summer session, data was collected during the summers of 
2007 and 2008.  The class offered the same instructor, sylla-
bus, assignments, and text. 
We developed two unpublished, on-line surveys based 
on ideas presented in the statistics anxiety literature (Pan & 
Tang, 2004; 2005) and conducted a pilot study (Gibson & 
McCallum, 2006) a summer session assessment class in 
2006.  The pre-survey questions (Table 1) were administered 
prior to the beginning of the summer course session.  
All students registered for the course were contacted via 
email.  This initial email included a letter of informed con-
sent, directions for taking the survey, and the Internet link to 
the pre-survey.  In an effort to eliminate possible undue in-
fluence from the instructor, the letter of informed consent 
described the procedures for examining the survey results.  
Since the instructor of the course was also the lead research-
er for the project, the second author collected the pre-survey 
data and did not disclose this information to the instructor 
during the summer session.  
This data included the names of students who partici-
pated in the pre-survey, as they were the only students eligi-
ble to participate in the post-survey.  Students were provided 
with extra credit points for completing both surveys at the 
end of the semester.  With one week remaining in the seme-
ster, the instructor provided the Internet link for the post-
survey questions (see Table 1) to the class with the instruc-
tions that only students who completed the pre-survey were 
eligible to take the post-survey during the last week of class.  
A total of 42 students completed the post-survey for both 
summer assessment courses.  The second author provided 
the instructor with the names of students who completed 
both surveys in order to award extra credit points.  The re-
maining data were examined by both researchers after 
grades were submitted. 
Analyses of Bias 
In qualitative research, it is important to assess the relation-
ship between the researcher and the ideas being studied.  In 
this case, one of the researchers was a tenure-track assistant 
professor who was also the instructor of the assessment of 
counseling course.  The second researcher was a doctoral 
student in a counselor education program and research assis-
tant for the instructor.  Prior to data collection the research-
ers met to discuss their ideas and views about this study and 
reviewed the results of a pilot study (Gibson & McCallum, 
2006) in order to be aware of potential confounds and bias to 
the data collection process. 
Data Analysis 
The results of the pre- and post-surveys for 2007 and 2008 
were read and coded by both researchers.  Each of us read 
the results several times to identify themes in the data.  After 
these individual readings, we met to examine the themes we 
had found, and we named these themes.  In this open coding 
process, 15 identified incidents and issues with similarities 
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Table 1. Survey Questions
Pre-Survey Questions Post-Survey Questions 
1. What is your name?  1. What is your name? 
2. What does assessment mean to you?  2. What are your thoughts as you complete this course?
3. What are your thoughts as you begin this course?  3. What are your feelings as you complete this course? 
4. What are your feelings as you begin this course?  4. What concerns did you experience during the course?
5. What concerns do you have as you begin this course?  5. How did your concerns change and why? 
6. Can anything be done now to address your concerns?         
If so, what? 
 
6. Could anything have been done to address your          
concerns?  What?
7. How would you rate your comfort with the concept   
of assessment? 
 7. How would you rate your comfort with the concept of    
assessment? 
8. How would you rate your competence with the       
concept of assessment? 
 
8. How would you rate your competence with the     
concept of assessment? 
Response options: 1-None at All, 2-A Little, 3-Somewhat, 4-Often, 5-Extremely 
 
were reorganized and redefined into five thematic categories 
based on the pre-survey.  
For the post-survey, the open coding process identified 
10 incidents and issues with similarities.  These incidents 
were reorganized and redefined into six thematic categories.  
Patton (2002) describes this process as generating analyst-
constructed typologies, which are typologies created and ap-
plied to the participants' responses by researchers that are 
grounded in the data but not necessarily used or explicitly 
reported by participants.  This process entails uncovering 
patterns, themes, and categories in order to guide further ex-
plorations in the study.  Once the process of open coding 
was completed, we engaged in axial coding of the connec-
tions between these categories.  We completed this process 
as individuals and together by examining the context, me-
diating variables, and goal-oriented activities of the partici-
pants in their experience in an assessment course (White & 
Marsh, 2006).   
In addition, two pre- and post-survey quantitative ques-
tions were asked in regard to level of comfort and compe-
tence with the concept of assessment.  Responses were based 
on a 5-point Likert scale on a continuum of “none at all” to 
“extremely.”  These results were analyzed using the statis-
tical computer analysis system SPSS 16.0 (2007).   
Results 
Five themes emerged after analyzing the pre-survey data and 
six themes emerged after analyzing the post-survey data.  
The pre-survey also included an open-ended question about 
the meaning of assessment.  The pre-survey themes included 
(a) perception of difficulty and challenge associated with an  
assessment course, (b) anxiety and fear of failure, (c) exter-
nal issues that influence success, (d) value of practical im-
plications, and (e) professor influence.  The post-survey 
themes included (a) competence and confidence, (b) better 
understanding of assessment, (c) academic self-concept, (d) 
value of practical implications, and (e) professor influence.  
Words that highlight the essence of each theme are italicized 
in the respondents' quotes for the pre- and post-surveys. 
Pre-Survey 
The pre-survey internet link was emailed to all of the stu-
dents registered for the course in the Summers of 2007 and 
2008.  A description of the five themes that emerged from 
the pre-survey results follows. 
 
The Meaning of Assessment.  When asked about 
the meaning of assessment in the pre-survey, the majority of 
the participants’ responses centered on words such as eva-
luating, testing, gathering information, and measurement.  
Many of the recorded responses connected these terms to 
counseling as reported by one participant, “Assessment 
means utilizing tests and other measures to gain data on 
clients in order to make an educated evaluation and/or as-
sessment of that individual.” 
The majority of the comments alluded to more formal as-
sessment that utilizes tests, techniques, and measures rather 
than informal assessment, “A test of some sort to gather in-
formation.”  Furthermore, some of the participants named 
specific state tests that were used in the public education 
system to assess achievement or associated assessment with 
tests in schools.  There was an acknowledgment in other par-
ticipants’ responses that assessment could be used in con-
junction with program evaluation and not only with individ-
uals. 
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Perception of Difficulty and Challenge Asso-
ciated with an Assessment Course.  This theme be-
came evident in examining the pre-survey questions related 
to the participants’ thoughts and feelings associated with be-
ginning the assessment course.  Based on the responses, poor 
math self-concept appeared to be related to perceived diffi-
culty of the class and either doing well or poorly in the class 
as illustrated in the comment, “It will be heavily math based 
and similar to the research course I have already taken. I 
may need additional help if I cannot grasp the concepts.” 
The participants’ responses also reflected an association 
between the course being challenging due to the importance 
of learning assessment concepts and applying them in coun-
seling.  One participant reported, “I do know the importance 
of assessment to counseling, so I feel this course will greatly 
improve my future skills.”  Another participant reported, “I 
think assessment will be challenging because there are so 
many different tests and a need to know about assessment.”  
These sentiments about difficulty and challenge were also 
echoed in the theme of anxiety and fear of failure. 
 
Anxiety and Fear of Failure.  The primary emotion 
reported in regard to how the participants felt prior to start-
ing the assessment class was nervousness and anxiety.  
These feelings ranged from a more positive feeling of ex-
citement and nervousness to more negative and extreme 
feelings of anxiety.  Some of the more general feelings of 
anxiety were related to the condensed format of the course 
(taught in 6 weeks), “I am nervous and anxious about begin-
ning this course.  Because everything is so fast paced I am 
not sure whether or not I will be able to get everything done 
and still have my sanity intact.”   
Extreme anxiety appeared to be related to math self-
concept and possibly statistics anxiety as reported by one 
participant, “I am extremely anxious.  I have heard this 
course can be very difficult and, for example, I struggle with 
some statistical skills needed to evaluate reliability and va-
lidity.”  This early perception of a heavily statistics-loaded 
assessment course (although students were not required to 
perform any statistics in the course) permeated the responses 
regarding anxiety.  In addition, previous negative expe-
riences with statistical knowledge appeared to influence their 
high anxiety as reported by another participant,  
 
I feel like I will have a hard time translating the 
numbers concerning reliability and validity.  Even 
if the course does not require doing calculations, I 
will have difficulty seeing how to interpret the 
numbers provided to us in the course. 
 
Students in the course were most concerned about failing 
to either make a good grade or acquire the knowledge to 
adequately apply learned concepts to practice.  Both of these 
concerns about failure appeared to be related to several con-
cepts including time management, academic self-concept, 
and class requirements.  The issue of time management ap-
peared to be related to the condensed nature of the summer 
course as related by one participant, “Same concern as with 
every summer course…will I be able to get all the work 
done in such a short time!” 
Another participant reported a concern related to aca-
demic self-concept, “My biggest concern is that I will not be 
able to take everything in and be as competent in assess-
ments as I would like.”  Fear was also related to the concern 
about course requirements as reported by another partici-
pant, “From reading the syllabus, I am immediately con-
cerned about the different assignments and exams that are 
scheduled.” 
 
External Issues That Influence Success.  For 
some participants, external factors outside of the course in-
fluenced their perception of possible success in the class.  
Based on the participants’ report, these external factors 
ranged from the time of year (summer), the summer school 
schedule, and finding balance between school and leisure ac-
tivities.  One participant reported, “I am also wanting very 
much to balance school with leisure time.  I am afraid I will 
not balance my life well over the summer.” 
For another participant, the concern was focused on the 
logistics of the summer school schedule, “My major concern 
is that I will have a hard time juggling two summer classes.”  
This concern was echoed in other comments regarding the 
condensed format of summer courses and workload involved 
with these courses. 
 
Value of Practical Implications.  The pre-survey 
asked the participants if anything could be done at the time 
of the pre-survey to alleviate their current concerns.  While 
several participants noted that nothing but starting the class 
could help them, two distinct themes did emerge.  One fo-
cused on the participants’ need to experience practical appli-
cation in the course as one participant noted, “I hope that 
there is instruction as well as experiential components.”  A 
second participant reported, “Yes, practice giving assess-
ment tests and getting familiar with the tests would help.” 
Participants who were familiar with some tests through 
their work in the schools had more specific requests,  
 
“Practical application of the use of inventories 
and tests [would help].  In other words, I would 
like to know what the schools in our state use as 
instruments, how the school professionals decided 
upon the efficacy of whatever instruments they 
are using.”   
 
Professor Influence.  A second theme that emerged 
from asking participants what could be done at the time of 
the pre-survey to help alleviate their concerns involved how 
the participants perceived how the professor would be help-
ful.  This included clarification of the course requirements as 
noted on the syllabus, empathy for students taking con-
densed summer courses and more than one summer course, 
and perceptions of a professor under whom they are studying 
for the first time. 
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Although the syllabus was posted to Blackboard prior to 
the start of the course, several participants indicated a need 
for clarification to help alleviate their concerns.  One partic-
ipant reported, “It would be helpful to have a discussion 
when reviewing the syllabus about what we need to know 
for tests, quizzes, etc.”  Several participants were concerned 
about how the professor would teach and interact with the 
students.  One student reported, “I guess the only concern 
would be that I have not had [first author] as a professor so I 
don’t know what to expect for me to express my concerns.”  
A second student requested empathy from the professor, 
“The only thing that can be done to address this concern is to 
be understanding and empathetic with me, and to continual-
ly express a caring attitude while helping us learn this lucra-
tive information.” 
Post-Survey 
The post-survey internet link was provided to all of the stu-
dents with instructions that all students who completed the 
pre-survey were eligible to complete the post-survey.  A 
deadline of one week was provided to complete the post-
survey.  The five themes that emerged from the participants’ 
responses are described below as well as the results from the 
two Likert scale questions in regard to comfort and compe-
tence. 
 
Competence and Confidence. The post-survey 
questionnaire paralleled the pre-survey by asking the same 
questions but as a reflection of the students’ experiences as 
they completed the assessment in counseling course.  Most 
participants conveyed a sense of relief upon completion of 
the course.  More importantly, many participants reported 
feeling a sense of confidence and competence in assessment.  
One participant reported, “I feel very refreshed!   When en-
tering the class I felt very anxious and incompetent in the 
area of assessment.  Just six weeks later, I am much more 
competent and confident in my knowledge of assessment.”   
The comments also indicated that participants felt vali-
dated in their decision to pursue a career in counseling as 
noted by this comment:  “I feel more confident in my under-
standing of the use of different assessments.  I also feel a lit-
tle better about how reliability and validity relate to assess-
ments.  This class also helped validate my decision to go into 
school counseling.” 
The reported feelings of confidence were reflected also 
in the comments by participants who reported feeling more 
competent in the area of assessment.  One student reported, 
“I feel more competent in the area of assessment.  I feel that 
I have the knowledge to choose appropriate instruments and 
interpret the results.”  Another student reported, “I feel much 
more confident in my ability to assess the degree of intention 
for suicide which was a huge concern of mine before taking 
this class.”  It appears that the confidence in their obtained 
assessment skills addressed concerns the participants had in 
regard to counseling practice. 
In addition to participant comments, two Likert questions 
(anchored 1-5) were utilized to assess how the participants 
would rate their level of comfort and competence with the 
concept of assessment.  The means and standard deviations 
for each year of data collection and the combination of both 
years are seen in Table 2.  
For the purpose of this research, the data was combined 
for both years to conduct independent t-tests for each ques-
tion.  The first question asked participants to choose the de-
scriptor (i.e., 1-None at All, 2-A Little, 3-Somewhat, 4-
Often, 5-Extremely) of how they would rate their comfort 
with the concept of assessment (pre- and post-survey).  
There was a significant difference between mean ratings of 
comfort between pre-survey (M = 2.77, SD = .89) and post-
surveys (M = 3.86, SD = .65; t = -6.55, df = 87, p < .0001).  
The second question asked participants to choose the de-
scriptor (i.e., 1-None at All, 2-A Little, 3-Somewhat, 4-
Often, 5-Extremely) of how they would rate their compe-
tence with the concept of assessment (pre- and post-survey).  
There was a significant difference between mean ratings of 
competence between pre-survey (M = 2.43, SD = .88) and 
post-survey (M = 3.66, SD = .88; t = -6.55, df = 86, p < 
.0001). 
 
Better Understanding of Assessment.  Over-
whelmingly, the participants reported they had gained a bet-
ter understanding of assessment including learning a more 
inclusive definition of assessment, the applications of as-
sessment, and how to be critical consumers of assessment 
techniques.  One participant reflected on the definition of as-
sessment, “Assessment has a much broader definition than I 
previously thought.  I viewed assessment as testing, and 
while testing is a part of assessment, it is only a small part.”   
The definition of assessment expanded from formal assess-
ment to informal assessment as indicated by another partici-
pant, “I think there is a place for formal assessment in coun-
seling, but I think I will likely use informal assessments 
more often.  I think I understand when to use each now.” 
Participants also reported how they learned the value of 
good assessment and how important it is in counseling, “As-
sessment is very important and it is imperative that counse-
lors have training before being able to give assessments.”  
This was also reflected in changes in the perceptions about 
assessment practices that participants previously held prior 
to the class as noted in this comment,  
 
Going into it [the assessment class] I didn’t think 
I would like the class because I have always heard 
so many bad things about assessment from coun-
selors working in the schools.  But it was nice to 
see all of the different types of assessment op-
tions. 
Academic Self-Concept.  The post-survey included a 
question that asked participants about any concerns expe-
rienced during the course.  The responses to this question in-
dicated a continued concern about the participants’ ability to 
grasp the material, apply the material, and obtain a good 
grade.  However, obtaining the good grade was a reflection 
of grasping the material as one participant commented, “Of  
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Perception of Difficulty and Challenge Asso-
ciated with an Assessment Course.  This theme be-
came evident in examining the pre-survey questions related 
to the participants’ thoughts and feelings associated with be-
ginning the assessment course.  Based on the responses, poor 
math self-concept appeared to be related to perceived diffi-
culty of the class and either doing well or poorly in the class 
as illustrated in the comment, “It will be heavily math based 
and similar to the research course I have already taken. I 
may need additional help if I cannot grasp the concepts.” 
The participants’ responses also reflected an association 
between the course being challenging due to the importance 
of learning assessment concepts and applying them in coun-
seling.  One participant reported, “I do know the importance 
of assessment to counseling, so I feel this course will greatly 
improve my future skills.”  Another participant reported, “I 
think assessment will be challenging because there are so 
many different tests and a need to know about assessment.”  
These sentiments about difficulty and challenge were also 
echoed in the theme of anxiety and fear of failure. 
 
Anxiety and Fear of Failure.  The primary emotion 
reported in regard to how the participants felt prior to start-
ing the assessment class was nervousness and anxiety.  
These feelings ranged from a more positive feeling of ex-
citement and nervousness to more negative and extreme 
feelings of anxiety.  Some of the more general feelings of 
anxiety were related to the condensed format of the course 
(taught in 6 weeks), “I am nervous and anxious about begin-
ning this course.  Because everything is so fast paced I am 
not sure whether or not I will be able to get everything done 
and still have my sanity intact.”   
Extreme anxiety appeared to be related to math self-
concept and possibly statistics anxiety as reported by one 
participant, “I am extremely anxious.  I have heard this 
course can be very difficult and, for example, I struggle with 
some statistical skills needed to evaluate reliability and va-
lidity.”  This early perception of a heavily statistics-loaded 
assessment course (although students were not required to 
perform any statistics in the course) permeated the responses 
regarding anxiety.  In addition, previous negative expe-
riences with statistical knowledge appeared to influence their 
high anxiety as reported by another participant,  
 
I feel like I will have a hard time translating the 
numbers concerning reliability and validity.  Even 
if the course does not require doing calculations, I 
will have difficulty seeing how to interpret the 
numbers provided to us in the course. 
 
Students in the course were most concerned about failing 
to either make a good grade or acquire the knowledge to 
adequately apply learned concepts to practice.  Both of these 
concerns about failure appeared to be related to several con-
cepts including time management, academic self-concept, 
and class requirements.  The issue of time management ap-
peared to be related to the condensed nature of the summer 
course as related by one participant, “Same concern as with 
every summer course…will I be able to get all the work 
done in such a short time!” 
Another participant reported a concern related to aca-
demic self-concept, “My biggest concern is that I will not be 
able to take everything in and be as competent in assess-
ments as I would like.”  Fear was also related to the concern 
about course requirements as reported by another partici-
pant, “From reading the syllabus, I am immediately con-
cerned about the different assignments and exams that are 
scheduled.” 
 
External Issues That Influence Success.  For 
some participants, external factors outside of the course in-
fluenced their perception of possible success in the class.  
Based on the participants’ report, these external factors 
ranged from the time of year (summer), the summer school 
schedule, and finding balance between school and leisure ac-
tivities.  One participant reported, “I am also wanting very 
much to balance school with leisure time.  I am afraid I will 
not balance my life well over the summer.” 
For another participant, the concern was focused on the 
logistics of the summer school schedule, “My major concern 
is that I will have a hard time juggling two summer classes.”  
This concern was echoed in other comments regarding the 
condensed format of summer courses and workload involved 
with these courses. 
 
Value of Practical Implications.  The pre-survey 
asked the participants if anything could be done at the time 
of the pre-survey to alleviate their current concerns.  While 
several participants noted that nothing but starting the class 
could help them, two distinct themes did emerge.  One fo-
cused on the participants’ need to experience practical appli-
cation in the course as one participant noted, “I hope that 
there is instruction as well as experiential components.”  A 
second participant reported, “Yes, practice giving assess-
ment tests and getting familiar with the tests would help.” 
Participants who were familiar with some tests through 
their work in the schools had more specific requests,  
 
“Practical application of the use of inventories 
and tests [would help].  In other words, I would 
like to know what the schools in our state use as 
instruments, how the school professionals decided 
upon the efficacy of whatever instruments they 
are using.”   
 
Professor Influence.  A second theme that emerged 
from asking participants what could be done at the time of 
the pre-survey to help alleviate their concerns involved how 
the participants perceived how the professor would be help-
ful.  This included clarification of the course requirements as 
noted on the syllabus, empathy for students taking con-
densed summer courses and more than one summer course, 
and perceptions of a professor under whom they are studying 
for the first time. 
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Although the syllabus was posted to Blackboard prior to 
the start of the course, several participants indicated a need 
for clarification to help alleviate their concerns.  One partic-
ipant reported, “It would be helpful to have a discussion 
when reviewing the syllabus about what we need to know 
for tests, quizzes, etc.”  Several participants were concerned 
about how the professor would teach and interact with the 
students.  One student reported, “I guess the only concern 
would be that I have not had [first author] as a professor so I 
don’t know what to expect for me to express my concerns.”  
A second student requested empathy from the professor, 
“The only thing that can be done to address this concern is to 
be understanding and empathetic with me, and to continual-
ly express a caring attitude while helping us learn this lucra-
tive information.” 
Post-Survey 
The post-survey internet link was provided to all of the stu-
dents with instructions that all students who completed the 
pre-survey were eligible to complete the post-survey.  A 
deadline of one week was provided to complete the post-
survey.  The five themes that emerged from the participants’ 
responses are described below as well as the results from the 
two Likert scale questions in regard to comfort and compe-
tence. 
 
Competence and Confidence. The post-survey 
questionnaire paralleled the pre-survey by asking the same 
questions but as a reflection of the students’ experiences as 
they completed the assessment in counseling course.  Most 
participants conveyed a sense of relief upon completion of 
the course.  More importantly, many participants reported 
feeling a sense of confidence and competence in assessment.  
One participant reported, “I feel very refreshed!   When en-
tering the class I felt very anxious and incompetent in the 
area of assessment.  Just six weeks later, I am much more 
competent and confident in my knowledge of assessment.”   
The comments also indicated that participants felt vali-
dated in their decision to pursue a career in counseling as 
noted by this comment:  “I feel more confident in my under-
standing of the use of different assessments.  I also feel a lit-
tle better about how reliability and validity relate to assess-
ments.  This class also helped validate my decision to go into 
school counseling.” 
The reported feelings of confidence were reflected also 
in the comments by participants who reported feeling more 
competent in the area of assessment.  One student reported, 
“I feel more competent in the area of assessment.  I feel that 
I have the knowledge to choose appropriate instruments and 
interpret the results.”  Another student reported, “I feel much 
more confident in my ability to assess the degree of intention 
for suicide which was a huge concern of mine before taking 
this class.”  It appears that the confidence in their obtained 
assessment skills addressed concerns the participants had in 
regard to counseling practice. 
In addition to participant comments, two Likert questions 
(anchored 1-5) were utilized to assess how the participants 
would rate their level of comfort and competence with the 
concept of assessment.  The means and standard deviations 
for each year of data collection and the combination of both 
years are seen in Table 2.  
For the purpose of this research, the data was combined 
for both years to conduct independent t-tests for each ques-
tion.  The first question asked participants to choose the de-
scriptor (i.e., 1-None at All, 2-A Little, 3-Somewhat, 4-
Often, 5-Extremely) of how they would rate their comfort 
with the concept of assessment (pre- and post-survey).  
There was a significant difference between mean ratings of 
comfort between pre-survey (M = 2.77, SD = .89) and post-
surveys (M = 3.86, SD = .65; t = -6.55, df = 87, p < .0001).  
The second question asked participants to choose the de-
scriptor (i.e., 1-None at All, 2-A Little, 3-Somewhat, 4-
Often, 5-Extremely) of how they would rate their compe-
tence with the concept of assessment (pre- and post-survey).  
There was a significant difference between mean ratings of 
competence between pre-survey (M = 2.43, SD = .88) and 
post-survey (M = 3.66, SD = .88; t = -6.55, df = 86, p < 
.0001). 
 
Better Understanding of Assessment.  Over-
whelmingly, the participants reported they had gained a bet-
ter understanding of assessment including learning a more 
inclusive definition of assessment, the applications of as-
sessment, and how to be critical consumers of assessment 
techniques.  One participant reflected on the definition of as-
sessment, “Assessment has a much broader definition than I 
previously thought.  I viewed assessment as testing, and 
while testing is a part of assessment, it is only a small part.”   
The definition of assessment expanded from formal assess-
ment to informal assessment as indicated by another partici-
pant, “I think there is a place for formal assessment in coun-
seling, but I think I will likely use informal assessments 
more often.  I think I understand when to use each now.” 
Participants also reported how they learned the value of 
good assessment and how important it is in counseling, “As-
sessment is very important and it is imperative that counse-
lors have training before being able to give assessments.”  
This was also reflected in changes in the perceptions about 
assessment practices that participants previously held prior 
to the class as noted in this comment,  
 
Going into it [the assessment class] I didn’t think 
I would like the class because I have always heard 
so many bad things about assessment from coun-
selors working in the schools.  But it was nice to 
see all of the different types of assessment op-
tions. 
Academic Self-Concept.  The post-survey included a 
question that asked participants about any concerns expe-
rienced during the course.  The responses to this question in-
dicated a continued concern about the participants’ ability to 
grasp the material, apply the material, and obtain a good 
grade.  However, obtaining the good grade was a reflection 
of grasping the material as one participant commented, “Of  
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Table 2.  Pre- and Post-Survey Means and Standard Deviations for Comfort and Competence with the Concept of Assessment 
  
Pre-Survey 
  
Post-Survey 
  
Mean 
 
SD 
  
Mean 
 
SD 
Comfort (2007) 2.57 .84  3.77 .75 
Comfort (2008) 2.96 .91  3.95 .51 
Comfort (2007-2008) 2.77 .89  3.86 .65 
Competence (2007) 2.48 .90  3.32 .84 
Competence (2008) 2.38 .86  4.05 .78 
Competence (2007-2008) 2.43 .88  .366 .88 
course I was concerned about my grades.  Was my work 
going to be good enough?” 
The ability to mentally grasp the material was at times 
connected to previous concerns about math ability as one 
participant described, “I was concerned about my ability to 
grasp the statistical [and] mathematical part of the course.”   
For others it was connected to having to process a lot of ma-
terial in a short period of time as reported by another partici-
pant, “I had a hard time grasping the new knowledge well 
enough to build on it with so much new information being 
offered in the very beginning.” 
Some of the participants also reported concerns about 
their ability to appropriately apply the assessment concepts, 
as reflected in this student’s comment, “I think my biggest 
concern had to do with actually applying the tests in lab.  It 
was challenging at first, but I kept thinking about the impor-
tance of utilizing it correctly for the well-being of our 
clients.”  Students reported overall concerns about their abil-
ity to interpret tests used in the course as well as tests they 
would potentially use in the future.   
 
Value of Practical Implications.  This theme 
emerged on the post-survey as well as the pre-survey.  Par-
ticipants reported a general sense of appreciation for having 
practical experiences integrated in the assessment course.  
These practical experiences were reported to alleviate some 
of their concerns.  The practical experiences included role-
playing an assessment interview, scoring and interpreting 
specific test instruments, and critiquing test instruments.  
In applying research skills to critiquing assessments, par-
ticipants reported a growing sense of confidence in succeed-
ing in the class and being able to apply these skills in their 
future work as counselors. The role-plays appeared to help 
some participants become familiar with the language often 
used in assessment as described in this comment: “Practic-
ing working with clients on lab days helped me to use some 
of the vocabulary and understand my tendencies in order to  
 
make the necessary adjustments.”  The practice of role-
playing test interpretation also appeared to help one student 
learn how to do better interpretation, “The practice with re-
laying results seemed to help me better understand how to 
interpret.”  In regard to critiquing assessments, one partici-
pant reported, “The assignments required interpreting the va-
lidity, reliability and norming factors in instruments.  That 
really reinforced the class discussion on these topics, and I 
do feel I have moved forward somewhat on my understand-
ing of these issues.” 
 
Professor Influence.  Professor influence was anoth-
er theme that was echoed in both pre- and post-surveys.  In 
the post-survey, participants reported how the professor was 
able to ease concerns.  These concerns were alleviated by the 
participants understanding what was required in terms of as-
signments, by the classroom atmosphere promoted by the 
professor, and by the professor demonstrating or providing 
assessment examples in class. 
One participant reported how her anxiety decreased be-
cause of the classroom atmosphere, “The teacher made the 
atmosphere of the class relaxed and non-threatening.  It re-
lieved a lot of the anxiety I was feeling.”  Furthermore, the 
counseling assessment examples were helpful to another 
student, “the professor seemed to intentionally include MFT 
with examples from her experiences as a counselor.”  Ob-
serving the professor role-play test interpretation helped stu-
dents grasp the application of assessment concepts, “My 
concerns changed after we got to actually perform the as-
sessments in lab and receive feedback as well as observe the 
professor do examples of them in class.” 
Discussion 
This study was conducted to assess the thoughts, feelings, 
and concerns of students prior to taking an assessment 
course in counseling and to assess how concerns were ad-
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dressed during the course.  Although there is no research 
available that addresses these issues specifically, we based 
the construction of the survey questions on pilot study data 
(Gibson & McCallum, 2006) as well as research on statistics 
anxiety.  Hence, the results are discussed in terms of the si-
milarities between this research and that of the statistics an-
xiety research. 
Using the framework described by Pan and Tang (2004), 
many of the themes found in this study can be described as 
situational, dispositional, or personal factors that affect the 
thoughts, feelings, and concerns regarding taking an assess-
ment course.  Pre-survey themes of the (a) perception of dif-
ficulty and challenge associated with an assessment course 
and (b) anxiety and fear of failure both included components 
similar to situational and dispositional factors.  The situa-
tional factors included prior math and statistics experience 
and research experience.   Student concerns regarding ability 
to grasp assessment concepts, do well in the class, and man-
age time and course load were consistent with dispositional 
factors.  
The themes of (a) external issues that influence success 
and (b) value of practical implications is consistent with per-
sonal factors that include how the student’s learning style 
and age can influence the student’s concerns about the 
course.  Additionally, Pan and Tang (2005) found that the 
pace of instruction and instructor’s attitude were additional 
factors that influenced statistics anxiety and is relevant to the 
theme of professor influence in the results of this study.  
Based on previous negative experiences with instructors of 
perceived difficult classes (i.e., statistics, research), Pan and 
Tang (2005) identified the instructor’s attitude as a concern 
for students and this was echoed in the pre-survey results 
that identified a need for empathy from the professor and 
apprehension about the experience with a professor that had 
not taught them in classes prior to the assessment course. 
The post-survey results also reflected similar themes re-
lated to situational factors.  When asked about concerns dur-
ing the class, students reported concerns about academic 
self-concept.  These students were very concerned about 
their ability to grasp assessment concepts that may be con-
nected to their own feelings of anxiety about the class and 
their own abilities.  The themes of (a) value of practical im-
plication and (b) professor influence were repeated from the 
pre-survey to the post-survey.  For the post-survey, these 
themes were consistent with Pan and Tang’s (2005) study on 
interventions that were helpful in addressing statistic anxie-
ty.  They found that students reported reduced anxiety when 
the instructor demonstrated sensitivity to students’ concerns 
and was attentive to their worries.  In addition to the instruc-
tor’s attitude, Pan and Tang (2005) found that students’ con-
cerns diminished when the instructor integrated real-world 
examples, practical examples, and application teaching strat-
egies.  Students in the current study reported similar helpful 
strategies by the professor. 
By investigating the thoughts, feelings, and concerns be-
fore and after taking the assessment course, the study partic-
ipants provided insight into their “lived experiences.”  These 
experiences allowed us to understand how students per-
ceived themselves in the process of taking an assessment 
course in counseling.  The post-survey themes of (a) compe-
tence and confidence and (b) better understanding of as-
sessment are qualitative evidence of these self-perceptions 
and possible future applications of the learned concepts.  
Based on the results of the two independent t-tests on com-
fort and competence, quantitative evidence of increased 
comfort and competence in the post-survey provides support 
for the qualitative findings. 
Limitations  
There are limitations to the generalizability of these results 
because of the specific sample of participants as well as the 
structure and format of the assessment course.  These partic-
ipants were limited to two different summer assessment in 
counseling courses, both in a condensed format.  More varie-
ty in responses may be observed in a non-counseling as-
sessment course as well as in assessment courses offered 
during a longer-length semester (i.e., Fall or Spring).  How-
ever, these results should offer insight for the instructors of 
assessment courses in counselor education since it has been 
identified as a course that has been informally associated 
with apprehension by students (Davis et al., 2005).    
A second limitation of the study includes instrumenta-
tion.  The surveys were constructed by us based on statistics 
anxiety research and the results of a pilot study (Gibson & 
McCallum, 2006) on this topic.  Although the results were 
consistent with found in the statistics anxiety research, new 
information was also found in regard to students’ self-
perceptions after completing the assessment course.  Hence, 
the current questions may not be capturing the students’ ex-
periences exclusively.  More specific information in regard 
to anxiety could be explored if additional instruments on an-
xiety were included in this research.  
Although coding from transcription is a risk because the 
researchers can lose paralinguistic clues about the meaning 
of the interview (Tilley, 2003), we worked closely together 
to review the survey results.  We made intentional efforts to 
review the data separately, then together, to determine what 
the data was "saying."  Interpreting the meaning of the con-
sistent patterns of the data is part of this process and should 
be viewed as a limitation to this type of methodology since it 
relies on the researchers to tell the participant’s stories. 
Finally, the subjectivity of the researcher as a possible 
limitation is acknowledged.   Because the first author was 
the professor of the course, it can be argued that this could 
have informed the study.  We also acknowledged this sub-
jectivity in the planning stages of the study as well as 
processed it throughout the different phases of data collec-
tion and analysis. 
Recommendations 
In regard to applying the research findings, counselor educa-
tion programs can now acknowledge that assessment courses 
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course I was concerned about my grades.  Was my work 
going to be good enough?” 
The ability to mentally grasp the material was at times 
connected to previous concerns about math ability as one 
participant described, “I was concerned about my ability to 
grasp the statistical [and] mathematical part of the course.”   
For others it was connected to having to process a lot of ma-
terial in a short period of time as reported by another partici-
pant, “I had a hard time grasping the new knowledge well 
enough to build on it with so much new information being 
offered in the very beginning.” 
Some of the participants also reported concerns about 
their ability to appropriately apply the assessment concepts, 
as reflected in this student’s comment, “I think my biggest 
concern had to do with actually applying the tests in lab.  It 
was challenging at first, but I kept thinking about the impor-
tance of utilizing it correctly for the well-being of our 
clients.”  Students reported overall concerns about their abil-
ity to interpret tests used in the course as well as tests they 
would potentially use in the future.   
 
Value of Practical Implications.  This theme 
emerged on the post-survey as well as the pre-survey.  Par-
ticipants reported a general sense of appreciation for having 
practical experiences integrated in the assessment course.  
These practical experiences were reported to alleviate some 
of their concerns.  The practical experiences included role-
playing an assessment interview, scoring and interpreting 
specific test instruments, and critiquing test instruments.  
In applying research skills to critiquing assessments, par-
ticipants reported a growing sense of confidence in succeed-
ing in the class and being able to apply these skills in their 
future work as counselors. The role-plays appeared to help 
some participants become familiar with the language often 
used in assessment as described in this comment: “Practic-
ing working with clients on lab days helped me to use some 
of the vocabulary and understand my tendencies in order to  
 
make the necessary adjustments.”  The practice of role-
playing test interpretation also appeared to help one student 
learn how to do better interpretation, “The practice with re-
laying results seemed to help me better understand how to 
interpret.”  In regard to critiquing assessments, one partici-
pant reported, “The assignments required interpreting the va-
lidity, reliability and norming factors in instruments.  That 
really reinforced the class discussion on these topics, and I 
do feel I have moved forward somewhat on my understand-
ing of these issues.” 
 
Professor Influence.  Professor influence was anoth-
er theme that was echoed in both pre- and post-surveys.  In 
the post-survey, participants reported how the professor was 
able to ease concerns.  These concerns were alleviated by the 
participants understanding what was required in terms of as-
signments, by the classroom atmosphere promoted by the 
professor, and by the professor demonstrating or providing 
assessment examples in class. 
One participant reported how her anxiety decreased be-
cause of the classroom atmosphere, “The teacher made the 
atmosphere of the class relaxed and non-threatening.  It re-
lieved a lot of the anxiety I was feeling.”  Furthermore, the 
counseling assessment examples were helpful to another 
student, “the professor seemed to intentionally include MFT 
with examples from her experiences as a counselor.”  Ob-
serving the professor role-play test interpretation helped stu-
dents grasp the application of assessment concepts, “My 
concerns changed after we got to actually perform the as-
sessments in lab and receive feedback as well as observe the 
professor do examples of them in class.” 
Discussion 
This study was conducted to assess the thoughts, feelings, 
and concerns of students prior to taking an assessment 
course in counseling and to assess how concerns were ad-
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dressed during the course.  Although there is no research 
available that addresses these issues specifically, we based 
the construction of the survey questions on pilot study data 
(Gibson & McCallum, 2006) as well as research on statistics 
anxiety.  Hence, the results are discussed in terms of the si-
milarities between this research and that of the statistics an-
xiety research. 
Using the framework described by Pan and Tang (2004), 
many of the themes found in this study can be described as 
situational, dispositional, or personal factors that affect the 
thoughts, feelings, and concerns regarding taking an assess-
ment course.  Pre-survey themes of the (a) perception of dif-
ficulty and challenge associated with an assessment course 
and (b) anxiety and fear of failure both included components 
similar to situational and dispositional factors.  The situa-
tional factors included prior math and statistics experience 
and research experience.   Student concerns regarding ability 
to grasp assessment concepts, do well in the class, and man-
age time and course load were consistent with dispositional 
factors.  
The themes of (a) external issues that influence success 
and (b) value of practical implications is consistent with per-
sonal factors that include how the student’s learning style 
and age can influence the student’s concerns about the 
course.  Additionally, Pan and Tang (2005) found that the 
pace of instruction and instructor’s attitude were additional 
factors that influenced statistics anxiety and is relevant to the 
theme of professor influence in the results of this study.  
Based on previous negative experiences with instructors of 
perceived difficult classes (i.e., statistics, research), Pan and 
Tang (2005) identified the instructor’s attitude as a concern 
for students and this was echoed in the pre-survey results 
that identified a need for empathy from the professor and 
apprehension about the experience with a professor that had 
not taught them in classes prior to the assessment course. 
The post-survey results also reflected similar themes re-
lated to situational factors.  When asked about concerns dur-
ing the class, students reported concerns about academic 
self-concept.  These students were very concerned about 
their ability to grasp assessment concepts that may be con-
nected to their own feelings of anxiety about the class and 
their own abilities.  The themes of (a) value of practical im-
plication and (b) professor influence were repeated from the 
pre-survey to the post-survey.  For the post-survey, these 
themes were consistent with Pan and Tang’s (2005) study on 
interventions that were helpful in addressing statistic anxie-
ty.  They found that students reported reduced anxiety when 
the instructor demonstrated sensitivity to students’ concerns 
and was attentive to their worries.  In addition to the instruc-
tor’s attitude, Pan and Tang (2005) found that students’ con-
cerns diminished when the instructor integrated real-world 
examples, practical examples, and application teaching strat-
egies.  Students in the current study reported similar helpful 
strategies by the professor. 
By investigating the thoughts, feelings, and concerns be-
fore and after taking the assessment course, the study partic-
ipants provided insight into their “lived experiences.”  These 
experiences allowed us to understand how students per-
ceived themselves in the process of taking an assessment 
course in counseling.  The post-survey themes of (a) compe-
tence and confidence and (b) better understanding of as-
sessment are qualitative evidence of these self-perceptions 
and possible future applications of the learned concepts.  
Based on the results of the two independent t-tests on com-
fort and competence, quantitative evidence of increased 
comfort and competence in the post-survey provides support 
for the qualitative findings. 
Limitations  
There are limitations to the generalizability of these results 
because of the specific sample of participants as well as the 
structure and format of the assessment course.  These partic-
ipants were limited to two different summer assessment in 
counseling courses, both in a condensed format.  More varie-
ty in responses may be observed in a non-counseling as-
sessment course as well as in assessment courses offered 
during a longer-length semester (i.e., Fall or Spring).  How-
ever, these results should offer insight for the instructors of 
assessment courses in counselor education since it has been 
identified as a course that has been informally associated 
with apprehension by students (Davis et al., 2005).    
A second limitation of the study includes instrumenta-
tion.  The surveys were constructed by us based on statistics 
anxiety research and the results of a pilot study (Gibson & 
McCallum, 2006) on this topic.  Although the results were 
consistent with found in the statistics anxiety research, new 
information was also found in regard to students’ self-
perceptions after completing the assessment course.  Hence, 
the current questions may not be capturing the students’ ex-
periences exclusively.  More specific information in regard 
to anxiety could be explored if additional instruments on an-
xiety were included in this research.  
Although coding from transcription is a risk because the 
researchers can lose paralinguistic clues about the meaning 
of the interview (Tilley, 2003), we worked closely together 
to review the survey results.  We made intentional efforts to 
review the data separately, then together, to determine what 
the data was "saying."  Interpreting the meaning of the con-
sistent patterns of the data is part of this process and should 
be viewed as a limitation to this type of methodology since it 
relies on the researchers to tell the participant’s stories. 
Finally, the subjectivity of the researcher as a possible 
limitation is acknowledged.   Because the first author was 
the professor of the course, it can be argued that this could 
have informed the study.  We also acknowledged this sub-
jectivity in the planning stages of the study as well as 
processed it throughout the different phases of data collec-
tion and analysis. 
Recommendations 
In regard to applying the research findings, counselor educa-
tion programs can now acknowledge that assessment courses 
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do promote specific thoughts, feelings, and concerns in stu-
dents.  However, it is recommended that programs need to 
take this to another level in being intentional and proactive 
in alleviating concerns that would hamper students’ learning.  
Instructors of this course can provide specific information 
prior to or at the beginning of the course to delineate expec-
tations for learning and achievement in the course.  Provid-
ing real-world examples and practical application expe-
riences in the course will provide students with different op-
portunities for learning assessment concepts.  In addition, 
multiple types of evaluation will address concerns of stu-
dents in regard to different learning styles. 
For future research in this area, studying students’ 
thoughts, feelings, and concerns during a longer length 
semester will provide a comparison to the current findings.  
This could include multiple points of measurement through-
out the semester to delineate when possible feelings of an-
xiety and fear dissipate, if ever.  The construction of a re-
search instrument that assesses assessment course anxiety 
may provide instructors with a tool to assess these feelings 
pre- and post-course.  This tool could help instructors adjust 
their teaching strategies and style to promote a more effec-
tive learning environment.  
Finally, quantitative research that examines relationships 
between personal factors such as age, ethnicity, and gender 
and assessment anxiety could provide information that could 
affect the instruction in assessment courses.  Such research 
could inform counselor educators regarding instructional 
practices that are effective but also promote a positive and 
healthy instructional atmosphere. 
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Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969/1982, 1973, 1988) is 
grounded in the idea that the quality of an affectional bond 
between child and caregiver provides insight into how 
people view the world and profoundly impacts their later 
psychosocial, emotional, and cognitive functioning (Allen & 
Land, 1999).  Though Bowlby’s early research focused on 
children who were separated from their parents, he later fo-
cused his lifelong research on behavior patterns resulting 
from a person’s perceived or real loss (Bowlby 1969/1982; 
1988).  Adult attachment styles are determined by how indi-
viduals respond, based on these real and perceived threats.  
Therefore it is reasonable to assume that attachment styles 
might help explain the perceived and real losses that are of-
ten associated with suicidal ideation and behavior.  Though 
many risk factors for suicide are well documented in litera-
ture, much of this literature is related to individual-level fac-
tors to the exclusion of contextual or relational factors (Bon-
gar, Goldberg, Cleary, & Brown, 2000).  Adult attachment 
styles, therefore, may provide a relational framework from 
which to understand, assess, and treat, clients who are sui-
cidal.  Explanations for suicide based on relational frame-
works such as adult attachment are needed and may help 
counseling professionals to prevent suicide.  
In childhood, attachment can be viewed as a behavioral 
system that has provided ways to understand fear-based be-
haviors (Bowlby, 1969/1982).  Bowlby concluded that trig-
gers in the environment that indicate danger, such as unfami-
liarity and being alone, naturally activate the fear system 
(Kobak, 1999).  
Bowlby noticed that a fear reaction is often paired with 
an attachment reaction (Bowlby, 1973, as cited in Kobak, 
1999). When a child perceives something to be distressing or 
dangerous, he or she will not only want to go away from the 
danger but will also want to feel safe and be soothed.  The 
child who needs solace will seek out its primary caregiver to 
help ease the distress.  This attachment behavior is evident in 
any child who runs to a parent when a new situation presents 
itself. 
As a person develops, the connection between the at-
tachment behavior and fear remains.  For adults, fear-based 
attachment responses can be based on “stressful conditions 
in the social or physical environment, conditions that appear 
to threaten the future of the attachment relationship; and 
conditions of the individual” (Feeney, 1999, p. 371).  Adults, 
like children, react to danger with behaviors such as avoid-
ance, withdrawal (i.e., flight), attack (i.e., fight), and immo-
bilization (i.e., freeze).  When in crisis, an adult also reacts 
with the need to feel safe and typically seeks out a person 
with whom he or she has an attachment to soothe their fear.   
An individual with secure attachment will seek out the se-
cure base of an attachment figure.  An attachment figure is 
any significant other upon whom they trust and depend in 
stressful situations.  Attachment is an affectional bond be-
tween two people, but unlike any other affectional bond, an 
attachment requires an experience of security and comfort 
when with that attachment figure (Ainsworth, 1989).  De-
pending on the dynamics of the relationship an adult has  
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do promote specific thoughts, feelings, and concerns in stu-
dents.  However, it is recommended that programs need to 
take this to another level in being intentional and proactive 
in alleviating concerns that would hamper students’ learning.  
Instructors of this course can provide specific information 
prior to or at the beginning of the course to delineate expec-
tations for learning and achievement in the course.  Provid-
ing real-world examples and practical application expe-
riences in the course will provide students with different op-
portunities for learning assessment concepts.  In addition, 
multiple types of evaluation will address concerns of stu-
dents in regard to different learning styles. 
For future research in this area, studying students’ 
thoughts, feelings, and concerns during a longer length 
semester will provide a comparison to the current findings.  
This could include multiple points of measurement through-
out the semester to delineate when possible feelings of an-
xiety and fear dissipate, if ever.  The construction of a re-
search instrument that assesses assessment course anxiety 
may provide instructors with a tool to assess these feelings 
pre- and post-course.  This tool could help instructors adjust 
their teaching strategies and style to promote a more effec-
tive learning environment.  
Finally, quantitative research that examines relationships 
between personal factors such as age, ethnicity, and gender 
and assessment anxiety could provide information that could 
affect the instruction in assessment courses.  Such research 
could inform counselor educators regarding instructional 
practices that are effective but also promote a positive and 
healthy instructional atmosphere. 
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Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969/1982, 1973, 1988) is 
grounded in the idea that the quality of an affectional bond 
between child and caregiver provides insight into how 
people view the world and profoundly impacts their later 
psychosocial, emotional, and cognitive functioning (Allen & 
Land, 1999).  Though Bowlby’s early research focused on 
children who were separated from their parents, he later fo-
cused his lifelong research on behavior patterns resulting 
from a person’s perceived or real loss (Bowlby 1969/1982; 
1988).  Adult attachment styles are determined by how indi-
viduals respond, based on these real and perceived threats.  
Therefore it is reasonable to assume that attachment styles 
might help explain the perceived and real losses that are of-
ten associated with suicidal ideation and behavior.  Though 
many risk factors for suicide are well documented in litera-
ture, much of this literature is related to individual-level fac-
tors to the exclusion of contextual or relational factors (Bon-
gar, Goldberg, Cleary, & Brown, 2000).  Adult attachment 
styles, therefore, may provide a relational framework from 
which to understand, assess, and treat, clients who are sui-
cidal.  Explanations for suicide based on relational frame-
works such as adult attachment are needed and may help 
counseling professionals to prevent suicide.  
In childhood, attachment can be viewed as a behavioral 
system that has provided ways to understand fear-based be-
haviors (Bowlby, 1969/1982).  Bowlby concluded that trig-
gers in the environment that indicate danger, such as unfami-
liarity and being alone, naturally activate the fear system 
(Kobak, 1999).  
Bowlby noticed that a fear reaction is often paired with 
an attachment reaction (Bowlby, 1973, as cited in Kobak, 
1999). When a child perceives something to be distressing or 
dangerous, he or she will not only want to go away from the 
danger but will also want to feel safe and be soothed.  The 
child who needs solace will seek out its primary caregiver to 
help ease the distress.  This attachment behavior is evident in 
any child who runs to a parent when a new situation presents 
itself. 
As a person develops, the connection between the at-
tachment behavior and fear remains.  For adults, fear-based 
attachment responses can be based on “stressful conditions 
in the social or physical environment, conditions that appear 
to threaten the future of the attachment relationship; and 
conditions of the individual” (Feeney, 1999, p. 371).  Adults, 
like children, react to danger with behaviors such as avoid-
ance, withdrawal (i.e., flight), attack (i.e., fight), and immo-
bilization (i.e., freeze).  When in crisis, an adult also reacts 
with the need to feel safe and typically seeks out a person 
with whom he or she has an attachment to soothe their fear.   
An individual with secure attachment will seek out the se-
cure base of an attachment figure.  An attachment figure is 
any significant other upon whom they trust and depend in 
stressful situations.  Attachment is an affectional bond be-
tween two people, but unlike any other affectional bond, an 
attachment requires an experience of security and comfort 
when with that attachment figure (Ainsworth, 1989).  De-
pending on the dynamics of the relationship an adult has  
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with an attachment figure, an insecurely attached person 
may seek other ways to soothe the fear, rather than seeking-
someone out.  These patterns of behavior are often less 
healthy and appropriate than the help-seeking behavior noted 
in securely attached adults. 
As we approach adulthood, simply seeing attachment 
patterns as secure or insecure does not adequately describe 
the nuances and complexities of relationships.  Accordingly, 
Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) have proposed and em-
pirically validated four styles of attachment.  These four at-
tachment styles were based on Bowlby’s idea that a person’s 
early experiences translate into internal working models of 
self and others.  As there is a positive and negative compo-
nent to each view (i.e., self and others), a 2x2 model was 
created (see Table 1).  
An Attachment Model for  
Addressing Suicidal Risk 
Because attachment styles suggest how adults view the 
world and cope with threat and danger, examining these pat-
terns may lead to a greater understanding of a person’s ten-
dency towards suicide-related communication and beha-
viors.  Bowlby instinctually thought of the connection be-
tween the pattern of behaviors exhibited during a crisis and 
attachment when hypothesizing his early work on separation 
distress. Understanding the ways people cope with stress and 
anxiety contributes to understanding a suicidal person’s 
mind (Shneidman, 1996).  
Suicide-Related Behaviors and                      
Communication 
Suicidal ideation, a set of cognitive and behavioral characte-
ristics of people who attempt suicide, has been difficult to 
measure because there has been no standard definition of 
what constitutes risk (Maris, Berman, & Silverman, 2000).  
The lack of a clear definition limits understanding about why 
people attempt suicide and therefore, how to prevent it.  Es-
timates by Goldsmith, Pellmar, Kleinman, and Bunney 
 (2002) suggest that there is one suicide for every 25 suicide  
attempts, which approximates 810,975 suicide attempts per 
year.  This means that every 39 seconds, a person in the 
United States attempts suicide (Center for Disease Control, 
CDC, 2006).  However, this estimate alone does not provide  
specific information about how many people are at-risk for 
suicide making the study of factors leading to suicide critical 
to suicide prevention. 
To help conceptualize the risks associated with suicide, 
Silverman, Berman, Sanddal, O’Carroll, and Joiner (2007)  
have identified two main categories related to suicide, sui-
cide-related behaviors, and suicide-related communication.  
Suicide-related behaviors are “self inflicted, potentially inju-
rious behavior[s] for which there is evidence (either explicit 
or implicit) either that (a) the person wished to use the ap-
pearance of intending to kill himself/herself in order to attain 
some other end; or (b) the person intended at some undeter-
mined or some known degree to kill himself/herself” (Sil-
verman et al., 2007, p. 272).  Suicide-related behaviors in-
clude gestures or attempts made with and without intent to 
die as well as fatal attempts.  
Suicide-related communications are “any interpersonal 
act of imparting, conveying, or transmitting thoughts, wish-
es, desires, or intent for which there is evidence (either im-
plicit or explicit) that the act of communication is not itself a 
self-inflicted behavior or self-injurious” (Silverman et al., 
2007, p. 260).  While rates of suicide-related communication 
may be hard to measure relative to suicide-related behaviors, 
it is important to consider both because suicide completions 
typically begin as suicide-related communications.  There-
fore, it is important to understand what types of communica-
tions indicate intent to harm oneself and to intervene to pre-
vent unnecessary deaths. 
Psychological Factors Contributing to  
Suicide  
To prevent and treat suicidal clients, it is critical to under-
stand what psychological factors contribute to both suicide-
related communications and behaviors.  Someone in the  
United States completes suicide every 16 minutes, making it  
the 11th leading cause of death in the United States for all 
ages.  This equates to approximately 89 completed suicides  
 
Table 1.  Adapted from Bartholomew & Horowitz’s (1991) Model of Adult Attachment 
                 Secure             Preoccupied            Dismissing            Fearful 
Comfortable with intimacy 
and autonomy 
Preoccupied with  
relationships 
Dismissing of intimacy 
Counter Dependant 
Fearful of intimacy 
Socially Avoidant 
Positive or low model of 
self (confidence) 
Negative or high model of 
self (confidence) 
Positive or low model of self 
(confidence) 
Negative or high model of 
self (confidence) 
Positive or low model of 
others (avoidance) 
Positive or low model of 
others (avoidance) 
Negative or high model of 
others (avoidance) 
Positive or low model of 
others (avoidance) 
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per day (CDC, 2006).  Conducting a psychological autopsy, 
an interview with family members after a suicide, has pro-
vided insight into the reasons a person chooses to end his or 
her life.  According to Shneidman (1996), contributing psy-
chological factors related to suicide transcend gender, race, 
age, and psychiatric diagnosis.  
Ten psychological conditions were present in at least 95 
out of 100 completed suicide cases studied by Shneidman 
(1996).  The first characteristic is that a suicidal person is 
seeking a solution to a problem.  This solution could be to 
any type of problem, but Shneidman suggests the person 
views the only solution as ending their life.  Knowing what 
type of problem a person is addressing is important in order 
to help.  Is this problem related to an attachment issue?  Is 
this person striving to find security with someone by seeking 
close proximity and not succeeding?  Attachment behaviors 
are activated when these needs for security are not met.  Fur-
thermore, knowing solutions that the person is considering 
along with strategies he or she has utilized in the past for 
similar problems also is critical.   
Another common goal for suicidal clients is cessation of 
consciousness, which is often understood as stopping un-
bearable pain.  Psychological pain is the most common sti-
mulus for those contemplating suicide.  Shneidman refers to 
psycheache as what it is that the person is trying to stop or 
escape (Shneidman, 1996).  Frustrated psychological needs 
also are common for suicidal individuals.  Needs may be un-
fulfilled or blocked for a variety of reasons.  Unfulfilled 
needs may include achievement, affiliation, and nurturance 
as proposed by Murray (1938) or those cited by Maslow 
(1963), (e.g., security, love, self-esteem, safety, etc.) (as 
cited in Maris, Berman, & Silverman, 2000), which are also 
common attachment-related needs (Bowlby, 1969/1982, 
1973, 1988).  
Individuals who are suicidal also are likely to feel a 
sense of hopelessness or helplessness (Beck, Weissman, 
Lester, & Trexler, 1974; Schneidman, 1996).  Ambivalence 
towards life and death is a common cognitive state for those 
who are suicidal.  The underlying paradox often is that these 
individuals both want to die and to be rescued.   
A suicidal person often has a constricted perceptual state; 
he or she may view things narrowly as if he or she had tun-
nel vision, (e.g., “there is only one way out”).  Utilization of 
words such as “only” can be telling as using this wording 
may suggest dichotomous thinking and a perceived narrow-
ing of options.  Individuals who are suicidal wish to escape 
psychological pain and this escape is the universal motiva-
tion for suicide.   
Shneidman concluded, contrary to popular belief, that 
there usually is a communication of intention.  A life-long 
style of coping or what Shneidman terms a “suicidal career,” 
suggests that people are consistent throughout life in reac-
tions to certain types of stress or problems, (i.e., coping pat-
terns).  These individuals are seen by others as self-
destructive and have exhausted many of their social supports 
(Maris et al., 2000). 
Attachment, Psychological Factors, and       
Suicide-related Communication and Behaviors 
Many of the factors Shneidman (1996) found to be related to 
suicidal behavior can be further explained by attachment 
theory.  For example, Shneidman’s idea of a “suicidal ca-
reer” suggests that a person’s past reactions to extreme stres-
sors or psychological issues could be analyzed within an at-
tachment framework.  Coping learned during childhood typ-
ically are gained from the attachment relationship that the 
child had with a parent.  A child may learn to avoid conflict 
or dismiss acknowledging a problem based on an avoidant 
relationship with his or her parent, and this pattern may con-
tinue to affect how he or she addresses problems in future re-
lationships.  What results in adulthood is a specific attach-
ment pattern that can be understood in terms of an individu-
al’s suicidal communications, behaviors, and psychological 
risk factors.  The following model is an articulation of types 
of behaviors or communications that a suicidal client may 
present to a counselor based on Bartholomew and Horo-
witz’s four-factor attachment styles (1991) and Shneidman’s 
(1996) risk factors.  Table 2 is an illustration of the proposed 
model. 
 
Secure Attachments. An adult with a secure attach-
ment pattern has a positive view of self and others.  Securely 
attached adults have an internalized sense of self-worth and 
comfort with intimacy in close relationships (Hietanaen & 
Punamaki, 2006).  This stable belief system allows the indi-
vidual to adapt to separation and loss more effectively than 
others with insecure attachments.  For securely attached 
adults, a positive working model of self and others makes 
them likely to seek help for distressing problems prior to a 
thought of suicide turned to action.  When these adults detect 
a problem, they seek out a primary attachment figure for a 
sense of security.  In adulthood, the primary attachment fig-
ure is typically a partner or a spouse but may also be a close 
friend or family member.  Adults with a secure attachment 
may seek help from professional sources more often than 
those who are insecurely attached because of the positive 
cognitive schema they hold of the world.  These individuals 
may be less inclined to choose suicide as an option or as a 
solution to their problem.   
Although securely attached individuals may be less like-
ly to exhibit suicide-related behavior, they may engage in 
suicide-related communication under extreme stress.   Indi-
viduals with high levels of support typically seek help for 
any suicidal ideology before their thoughts turn to actions.  
Individuals who are securely attached may be more likely to 
explicitly voice their thoughts, ideas, or wishes of suicide or 
self-harm.  Suicide-related communication, however, may 
occur following severe events in the individual’s life such as 
a catastrophic event or significant loss including the loss of 
an attachment figure.   An adult with a secure attachment 
style is more autonomous and possesses the insight to seek 
help if a problem is greater than he or she is capable of han-
dling alone.  The suicide-communication would likely be 
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with an attachment figure, an insecurely attached person 
may seek other ways to soothe the fear, rather than seeking-
someone out.  These patterns of behavior are often less 
healthy and appropriate than the help-seeking behavior noted 
in securely attached adults. 
As we approach adulthood, simply seeing attachment 
patterns as secure or insecure does not adequately describe 
the nuances and complexities of relationships.  Accordingly, 
Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) have proposed and em-
pirically validated four styles of attachment.  These four at-
tachment styles were based on Bowlby’s idea that a person’s 
early experiences translate into internal working models of 
self and others.  As there is a positive and negative compo-
nent to each view (i.e., self and others), a 2x2 model was 
created (see Table 1).  
An Attachment Model for  
Addressing Suicidal Risk 
Because attachment styles suggest how adults view the 
world and cope with threat and danger, examining these pat-
terns may lead to a greater understanding of a person’s ten-
dency towards suicide-related communication and beha-
viors.  Bowlby instinctually thought of the connection be-
tween the pattern of behaviors exhibited during a crisis and 
attachment when hypothesizing his early work on separation 
distress. Understanding the ways people cope with stress and 
anxiety contributes to understanding a suicidal person’s 
mind (Shneidman, 1996).  
Suicide-Related Behaviors and                      
Communication 
Suicidal ideation, a set of cognitive and behavioral characte-
ristics of people who attempt suicide, has been difficult to 
measure because there has been no standard definition of 
what constitutes risk (Maris, Berman, & Silverman, 2000).  
The lack of a clear definition limits understanding about why 
people attempt suicide and therefore, how to prevent it.  Es-
timates by Goldsmith, Pellmar, Kleinman, and Bunney 
 (2002) suggest that there is one suicide for every 25 suicide  
attempts, which approximates 810,975 suicide attempts per 
year.  This means that every 39 seconds, a person in the 
United States attempts suicide (Center for Disease Control, 
CDC, 2006).  However, this estimate alone does not provide  
specific information about how many people are at-risk for 
suicide making the study of factors leading to suicide critical 
to suicide prevention. 
To help conceptualize the risks associated with suicide, 
Silverman, Berman, Sanddal, O’Carroll, and Joiner (2007)  
have identified two main categories related to suicide, sui-
cide-related behaviors, and suicide-related communication.  
Suicide-related behaviors are “self inflicted, potentially inju-
rious behavior[s] for which there is evidence (either explicit 
or implicit) either that (a) the person wished to use the ap-
pearance of intending to kill himself/herself in order to attain 
some other end; or (b) the person intended at some undeter-
mined or some known degree to kill himself/herself” (Sil-
verman et al., 2007, p. 272).  Suicide-related behaviors in-
clude gestures or attempts made with and without intent to 
die as well as fatal attempts.  
Suicide-related communications are “any interpersonal 
act of imparting, conveying, or transmitting thoughts, wish-
es, desires, or intent for which there is evidence (either im-
plicit or explicit) that the act of communication is not itself a 
self-inflicted behavior or self-injurious” (Silverman et al., 
2007, p. 260).  While rates of suicide-related communication 
may be hard to measure relative to suicide-related behaviors, 
it is important to consider both because suicide completions 
typically begin as suicide-related communications.  There-
fore, it is important to understand what types of communica-
tions indicate intent to harm oneself and to intervene to pre-
vent unnecessary deaths. 
Psychological Factors Contributing to  
Suicide  
To prevent and treat suicidal clients, it is critical to under-
stand what psychological factors contribute to both suicide-
related communications and behaviors.  Someone in the  
United States completes suicide every 16 minutes, making it  
the 11th leading cause of death in the United States for all 
ages.  This equates to approximately 89 completed suicides  
 
Table 1.  Adapted from Bartholomew & Horowitz’s (1991) Model of Adult Attachment 
                 Secure             Preoccupied            Dismissing            Fearful 
Comfortable with intimacy 
and autonomy 
Preoccupied with  
relationships 
Dismissing of intimacy 
Counter Dependant 
Fearful of intimacy 
Socially Avoidant 
Positive or low model of 
self (confidence) 
Negative or high model of 
self (confidence) 
Positive or low model of self 
(confidence) 
Negative or high model of 
self (confidence) 
Positive or low model of 
others (avoidance) 
Positive or low model of 
others (avoidance) 
Negative or high model of 
others (avoidance) 
Positive or low model of 
others (avoidance) 
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per day (CDC, 2006).  Conducting a psychological autopsy, 
an interview with family members after a suicide, has pro-
vided insight into the reasons a person chooses to end his or 
her life.  According to Shneidman (1996), contributing psy-
chological factors related to suicide transcend gender, race, 
age, and psychiatric diagnosis.  
Ten psychological conditions were present in at least 95 
out of 100 completed suicide cases studied by Shneidman 
(1996).  The first characteristic is that a suicidal person is 
seeking a solution to a problem.  This solution could be to 
any type of problem, but Shneidman suggests the person 
views the only solution as ending their life.  Knowing what 
type of problem a person is addressing is important in order 
to help.  Is this problem related to an attachment issue?  Is 
this person striving to find security with someone by seeking 
close proximity and not succeeding?  Attachment behaviors 
are activated when these needs for security are not met.  Fur-
thermore, knowing solutions that the person is considering 
along with strategies he or she has utilized in the past for 
similar problems also is critical.   
Another common goal for suicidal clients is cessation of 
consciousness, which is often understood as stopping un-
bearable pain.  Psychological pain is the most common sti-
mulus for those contemplating suicide.  Shneidman refers to 
psycheache as what it is that the person is trying to stop or 
escape (Shneidman, 1996).  Frustrated psychological needs 
also are common for suicidal individuals.  Needs may be un-
fulfilled or blocked for a variety of reasons.  Unfulfilled 
needs may include achievement, affiliation, and nurturance 
as proposed by Murray (1938) or those cited by Maslow 
(1963), (e.g., security, love, self-esteem, safety, etc.) (as 
cited in Maris, Berman, & Silverman, 2000), which are also 
common attachment-related needs (Bowlby, 1969/1982, 
1973, 1988).  
Individuals who are suicidal also are likely to feel a 
sense of hopelessness or helplessness (Beck, Weissman, 
Lester, & Trexler, 1974; Schneidman, 1996).  Ambivalence 
towards life and death is a common cognitive state for those 
who are suicidal.  The underlying paradox often is that these 
individuals both want to die and to be rescued.   
A suicidal person often has a constricted perceptual state; 
he or she may view things narrowly as if he or she had tun-
nel vision, (e.g., “there is only one way out”).  Utilization of 
words such as “only” can be telling as using this wording 
may suggest dichotomous thinking and a perceived narrow-
ing of options.  Individuals who are suicidal wish to escape 
psychological pain and this escape is the universal motiva-
tion for suicide.   
Shneidman concluded, contrary to popular belief, that 
there usually is a communication of intention.  A life-long 
style of coping or what Shneidman terms a “suicidal career,” 
suggests that people are consistent throughout life in reac-
tions to certain types of stress or problems, (i.e., coping pat-
terns).  These individuals are seen by others as self-
destructive and have exhausted many of their social supports 
(Maris et al., 2000). 
Attachment, Psychological Factors, and       
Suicide-related Communication and Behaviors 
Many of the factors Shneidman (1996) found to be related to 
suicidal behavior can be further explained by attachment 
theory.  For example, Shneidman’s idea of a “suicidal ca-
reer” suggests that a person’s past reactions to extreme stres-
sors or psychological issues could be analyzed within an at-
tachment framework.  Coping learned during childhood typ-
ically are gained from the attachment relationship that the 
child had with a parent.  A child may learn to avoid conflict 
or dismiss acknowledging a problem based on an avoidant 
relationship with his or her parent, and this pattern may con-
tinue to affect how he or she addresses problems in future re-
lationships.  What results in adulthood is a specific attach-
ment pattern that can be understood in terms of an individu-
al’s suicidal communications, behaviors, and psychological 
risk factors.  The following model is an articulation of types 
of behaviors or communications that a suicidal client may 
present to a counselor based on Bartholomew and Horo-
witz’s four-factor attachment styles (1991) and Shneidman’s 
(1996) risk factors.  Table 2 is an illustration of the proposed 
model. 
 
Secure Attachments. An adult with a secure attach-
ment pattern has a positive view of self and others.  Securely 
attached adults have an internalized sense of self-worth and 
comfort with intimacy in close relationships (Hietanaen & 
Punamaki, 2006).  This stable belief system allows the indi-
vidual to adapt to separation and loss more effectively than 
others with insecure attachments.  For securely attached 
adults, a positive working model of self and others makes 
them likely to seek help for distressing problems prior to a 
thought of suicide turned to action.  When these adults detect 
a problem, they seek out a primary attachment figure for a 
sense of security.  In adulthood, the primary attachment fig-
ure is typically a partner or a spouse but may also be a close 
friend or family member.  Adults with a secure attachment 
may seek help from professional sources more often than 
those who are insecurely attached because of the positive 
cognitive schema they hold of the world.  These individuals 
may be less inclined to choose suicide as an option or as a 
solution to their problem.   
Although securely attached individuals may be less like-
ly to exhibit suicide-related behavior, they may engage in 
suicide-related communication under extreme stress.   Indi-
viduals with high levels of support typically seek help for 
any suicidal ideology before their thoughts turn to actions.  
Individuals who are securely attached may be more likely to 
explicitly voice their thoughts, ideas, or wishes of suicide or 
self-harm.  Suicide-related communication, however, may 
occur following severe events in the individual’s life such as 
a catastrophic event or significant loss including the loss of 
an attachment figure.   An adult with a secure attachment 
style is more autonomous and possesses the insight to seek 
help if a problem is greater than he or she is capable of han-
dling alone.  The suicide-communication would likely be 
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voiced directly, (e.g., “I’m feeling out of control” or “I want 
to kill myself”) or indirectly, (e.g., “I don’t know if I can go 
on” or “I can’t take this anymore”).  
 
Dismissing Attachments. A person with a dismiss-
ing attachment style may avoid intimacy and lack trust in 
others (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991).  Avoidance strate-
gies often result from having a more negative view of others 
and a positive view of self.  An adult with a dismissive at-
tachment style focuses more on his or her own achievement 
and independence and, therefore, may be less likely to seek 
help from others.  Their inability to seek help may lead to 
feelings of shame or embarrassment associated with a fear of 
failure.  Furthermore, when faced with what they perceive as 
failure to solve an insurmountable problem an adult with a 
dismissing style may believe that he or she is worthless and 
have no person in whom to confide or trust leading to a 
sense of social isolation.  When persons with dismissing at-
tachment styles feel that they are unable to fix a problem 
alone, these people may not see many solutions other than to 
consider suicide.  Similar to Shneidman’s (1996) concept of 
psycheache, a dismissing client may feel isolated and may 
try to escape being around others as a way to cope with psy-
chological pain. Therefore, an adult with a dismissing at-
tachment style may be at higher risk for a suicide-related be-
havior be-cause he or she may not engage in suicide-related 
communication as much as other adults.   
Persons with dismissing attachment styles have been ca-
tegorized as viewing themselves as self-reliant and, as a re-
sult, less likely to acknowledge any distress to others (Kidd 
& Sheffield, 2005).  These personal and relational responses 
to psychological discomfort are comparable to Shneidman’s 
(1996) view of helplessness.  Feelings of isolation and pain 
may contribute to thoughts of escape from problems and 
sometimes lead to constricted or dichotomous thinking.  The  
adult with a dismissing style has learned to expect rejection 
from the attachment figure and to avoid rejection.  As a re-
sult, this person develops a deactivating strategy for regulat-
Table 2.  An attachment framework for psychological factors and suicide-related communication and behaviors. 
 
Commonalities Secure Dismissing Preoccupied Fearful 
Search for a solution/cessation 
of consciousness 
 
“I need help” 
Seeks help of at-
tachment figure or 
professional help 
 
  
 
”You won’t see me 
anymore…” 
Giving away of 
personal or signifi-
cant items 
“If you leave me, 
I’ll kill myself”; “If 
I am left alone, I 
don’t know how I’ll 
go on.” 
 
“No one can help 
me”; “Nobody 
loves me and why 
would they?”  
Psychache – psychological pain Possibly caused by 
significant losses or 
catastrophic events 
Possibly caused by 
personal failure, 
loss of position or 
status, embarrass-
ment or shame 
Possibly caused by 
loss of relationship 
(perceived or actual 
loss) 
Possibly triggered 
by personal or rela-
tionship loss; 
longstanding inef-
fective coping  
 
Frustrated needs – related to 
psychache/ Hopeless-
ness/helplessness 
Autonomy Does not feel se-
cure in relation-
ships; distrust; 
heavily reliant on 
self; “I can do it, I 
don’t need any-
one’s help” “I’m a 
failure.” 
 
Relies heavily on 
relationships with 
other; need for ac-
ceptance and safety;  
“How will I survive 
without him/her?” 
No relationship sa-
tisfaction; need for 
acceptance, safety; 
distrusting, “I can’t 
trust anyone.” 
Ambivalence/constricted think-
ing/escape  
Unlikely to occur Isolating behaviors; 
restricting time 
with others; avoid-
ing people; refusing 
treatment 
Influenced by reac-
tion of partner; “if 
she/he leaves, I 
don’t know what 
I’ll do…” 
Isolating behaviors; 
“People are unreli-
able”; “I have no 
other choice.” 
Lifelong personality styles  Positive coping me-
chanisms 
Pattern of rejecting 
help; view that ‘I 
can do it alone’ 
Pattern of placing 
importance of rela-
tionship above eve-
rything else 
Pattern of isolating, 
escapism including 
possible destructive 
behaviors 
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ing and communicating their negative effect. Bowlby (1982) 
describes this as a means of minimizing potential conflict 
with attachment figures (Cassidy & Kobak, 1998).  Because 
individuals with a dismissing attachment style minimize 
their distress to others, they also report more loneliness and 
lack of support within relationships (Berger, Jodl, Allen, 
McElhaney & Kuperminc, 2005).  Isolation, helplessness, 
and minimization of problems can suggest either a lack of 
insight or a coping strategy for a client.  These resulting feel-
ings of isolation and a sense of helplessness place a person at 
high risk for contemplating suicide.   
Berger et al. (2005) report that peers of dismissing indi-
viduals often see the person as having difficulties in their 
lives.  If individuals who are close to the dismissing adult 
can identify their distress, it appears that the ability to com-
municate is a problem for the adult with a dismissive at-
tachment style.  Thus, suicide-related communication for an 
adult with a dismissing attachment style may be less explicit 
because of their negative views of other people.  Communi-
cation of suicidal intent may include giving away very per-
sonal or significant items or setting their affairs in order.  
While an adult with a dismissing attachment style may not 
directly say they are suicidal, they may voice statements 
such as “this will be the last time you see me.”  Triggers for 
this type of communication could include a sense of personal 
failure, loss of position or status, or embarrassment or 
shame.  Signs of intrapersonal loss (e.g., independence, con-
fidence) may be a warning for a counselor working with a 
client with a dismissing attachment style.  
 
Preoccupied attachment.  An adult with a preoccu-
pied attachment style often feels very alone yet has a high 
need or desire for approval from others (Bartholomew & 
Horowitz, 1991).  The person with a preoccupied attachment 
style has a negative view of self and a positive view of oth-
ers.  This adult may overemphasize relationships and display 
an overdependence on their partner in a relationship.  Ac-
cording to Hietanen and Punamaki (2005), preoccupied in-
dividuals attempt to validate their low self worth through ex-
cessive closeness in relationships.   
Because of a high level of importance placed on relation-
ships, adults with preoccupied attachment patterns may be-
come involved in problematic relationships that they value 
highly despite the danger involved.  These adults also may 
have a history of engaging in self-defeating behaviors in or-
der to maintain a relationship.  For these adults, the loss of a 
relationship may be devastating and lead to self-destructive 
behaviors such as substance use, self-mutilation, and sui-
cide-related behaviors.  The preoccupied adult is also cha-
racterized as having a persistent sense of interpersonal an-
xiety that is the result of a frustrated psychological need or 
perceived loss of a significant relationship (Maris, Berman, 
& Silverman, 2000; Shneidman, 1996).  The adult with a 
preoccupied attachment style may engage in suicide-related 
behavior to attain the goal of saving a relationship.  
Interpersonal relationships are very important in a preoc-
cupied person’s life, and these relationships influence his or 
her communication style.  An individual with a preoccupied 
attachment style may voice an explicit suicide-related com-
munication such as, “If [my partner] leaves me, I will kill 
myself,” or an indirect message, “If they are gone, I just 
don’t know what I’ll do.”   This client may come to therapy 
accompanied by the partner because of these explicit mes-
sages.  The adult with a preoccupied attachment to others 
may have fears of isolation, abandonment, or rejection 
which are triggered by the prospect of being left without a 
partner.  
 
Fearful attachments. Adults who hold a negative 
view of self and of others are seen as having a fearful at-
tachment style (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991).  Adults 
who are fearful are characterized by having a desire for con-
tact and intimacy but a lack of trust towards others.  These 
individuals have a need for approval but also typically have 
low self-esteem preventing them from believing they are 
worthy to have quality relationships with others.  These 
adults may have multiple superficial relationships but may 
only have a few, if any, meaningful relationships.  Interper-
sonal anxiety coupled with lack of trust of others and low 
self-esteem may lead a fearful adult to engage in a series of 
brief relationships or primarily sexual relationships with low 
intimacy.   
Adults with a fearful attachment style also may engage in 
risky behaviors such as substance use, promiscuous sex, and 
involvement in physically abusive relationships.   Similar to 
adults with preoccupied attachment styles, persons with a 
fearful attachment style have a negative view of self which 
can contribute to a sense of hopelessness.  For these adults, 
isolation and a negative view of self contribute to having 
frustrated psychological needs.  The fearful adult may also 
perceive an attachment figure as unreliable and unresponsive 
to his or her needs and may therefore have the need to con-
nect with someone or feel safe and secure in a relationship 
not met.  Being socially avoidant and frightened of engaging 
in any type of relationship can result in marked alienation 
from others which is in turn interpreted by others as isola-
tion.  These adults are at a high level of risk for suicide-
related behavior with intent to die because they may have 
limited perception of any other way to solve a problem.  
This type of constriction of thinking, or tunnel vision, is also 
known as dichotomous thinking (i.e., it is either one way or 
another, life or death).  
If the adult with a fearful attachment style finds someone 
to whom she or he can confide, her or his suicide-related 
communication may be explicit.  Even if the communication 
is expressed, it may be a challenge to assist this person be-
cause of their negative view of self and others; however, ex-
pression of suicide-related communication can be seen as a 
call for help that ultimately is a first step to receiving assis-
tance.  A negative view of self and others can lead to state-
ments such as, “No one can help me,” or “People are unreli-
able.”  These statements are indirect and may not be directed 
to any specific person.  If the communication is unattended, 
this adult may not receive any help leading to a higher risk 
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voiced directly, (e.g., “I’m feeling out of control” or “I want 
to kill myself”) or indirectly, (e.g., “I don’t know if I can go 
on” or “I can’t take this anymore”).  
 
Dismissing Attachments. A person with a dismiss-
ing attachment style may avoid intimacy and lack trust in 
others (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991).  Avoidance strate-
gies often result from having a more negative view of others 
and a positive view of self.  An adult with a dismissive at-
tachment style focuses more on his or her own achievement 
and independence and, therefore, may be less likely to seek 
help from others.  Their inability to seek help may lead to 
feelings of shame or embarrassment associated with a fear of 
failure.  Furthermore, when faced with what they perceive as 
failure to solve an insurmountable problem an adult with a 
dismissing style may believe that he or she is worthless and 
have no person in whom to confide or trust leading to a 
sense of social isolation.  When persons with dismissing at-
tachment styles feel that they are unable to fix a problem 
alone, these people may not see many solutions other than to 
consider suicide.  Similar to Shneidman’s (1996) concept of 
psycheache, a dismissing client may feel isolated and may 
try to escape being around others as a way to cope with psy-
chological pain. Therefore, an adult with a dismissing at-
tachment style may be at higher risk for a suicide-related be-
havior be-cause he or she may not engage in suicide-related 
communication as much as other adults.   
Persons with dismissing attachment styles have been ca-
tegorized as viewing themselves as self-reliant and, as a re-
sult, less likely to acknowledge any distress to others (Kidd 
& Sheffield, 2005).  These personal and relational responses 
to psychological discomfort are comparable to Shneidman’s 
(1996) view of helplessness.  Feelings of isolation and pain 
may contribute to thoughts of escape from problems and 
sometimes lead to constricted or dichotomous thinking.  The  
adult with a dismissing style has learned to expect rejection 
from the attachment figure and to avoid rejection.  As a re-
sult, this person develops a deactivating strategy for regulat-
Table 2.  An attachment framework for psychological factors and suicide-related communication and behaviors. 
 
Commonalities Secure Dismissing Preoccupied Fearful 
Search for a solution/cessation 
of consciousness 
 
“I need help” 
Seeks help of at-
tachment figure or 
professional help 
 
  
 
”You won’t see me 
anymore…” 
Giving away of 
personal or signifi-
cant items 
“If you leave me, 
I’ll kill myself”; “If 
I am left alone, I 
don’t know how I’ll 
go on.” 
 
“No one can help 
me”; “Nobody 
loves me and why 
would they?”  
Psychache – psychological pain Possibly caused by 
significant losses or 
catastrophic events 
Possibly caused by 
personal failure, 
loss of position or 
status, embarrass-
ment or shame 
Possibly caused by 
loss of relationship 
(perceived or actual 
loss) 
Possibly triggered 
by personal or rela-
tionship loss; 
longstanding inef-
fective coping  
 
Frustrated needs – related to 
psychache/ Hopeless-
ness/helplessness 
Autonomy Does not feel se-
cure in relation-
ships; distrust; 
heavily reliant on 
self; “I can do it, I 
don’t need any-
one’s help” “I’m a 
failure.” 
 
Relies heavily on 
relationships with 
other; need for ac-
ceptance and safety;  
“How will I survive 
without him/her?” 
No relationship sa-
tisfaction; need for 
acceptance, safety; 
distrusting, “I can’t 
trust anyone.” 
Ambivalence/constricted think-
ing/escape  
Unlikely to occur Isolating behaviors; 
restricting time 
with others; avoid-
ing people; refusing 
treatment 
Influenced by reac-
tion of partner; “if 
she/he leaves, I 
don’t know what 
I’ll do…” 
Isolating behaviors; 
“People are unreli-
able”; “I have no 
other choice.” 
Lifelong personality styles  Positive coping me-
chanisms 
Pattern of rejecting 
help; view that ‘I 
can do it alone’ 
Pattern of placing 
importance of rela-
tionship above eve-
rything else 
Pattern of isolating, 
escapism including 
possible destructive 
behaviors 
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ing and communicating their negative effect. Bowlby (1982) 
describes this as a means of minimizing potential conflict 
with attachment figures (Cassidy & Kobak, 1998).  Because 
individuals with a dismissing attachment style minimize 
their distress to others, they also report more loneliness and 
lack of support within relationships (Berger, Jodl, Allen, 
McElhaney & Kuperminc, 2005).  Isolation, helplessness, 
and minimization of problems can suggest either a lack of 
insight or a coping strategy for a client.  These resulting feel-
ings of isolation and a sense of helplessness place a person at 
high risk for contemplating suicide.   
Berger et al. (2005) report that peers of dismissing indi-
viduals often see the person as having difficulties in their 
lives.  If individuals who are close to the dismissing adult 
can identify their distress, it appears that the ability to com-
municate is a problem for the adult with a dismissive at-
tachment style.  Thus, suicide-related communication for an 
adult with a dismissing attachment style may be less explicit 
because of their negative views of other people.  Communi-
cation of suicidal intent may include giving away very per-
sonal or significant items or setting their affairs in order.  
While an adult with a dismissing attachment style may not 
directly say they are suicidal, they may voice statements 
such as “this will be the last time you see me.”  Triggers for 
this type of communication could include a sense of personal 
failure, loss of position or status, or embarrassment or 
shame.  Signs of intrapersonal loss (e.g., independence, con-
fidence) may be a warning for a counselor working with a 
client with a dismissing attachment style.  
 
Preoccupied attachment.  An adult with a preoccu-
pied attachment style often feels very alone yet has a high 
need or desire for approval from others (Bartholomew & 
Horowitz, 1991).  The person with a preoccupied attachment 
style has a negative view of self and a positive view of oth-
ers.  This adult may overemphasize relationships and display 
an overdependence on their partner in a relationship.  Ac-
cording to Hietanen and Punamaki (2005), preoccupied in-
dividuals attempt to validate their low self worth through ex-
cessive closeness in relationships.   
Because of a high level of importance placed on relation-
ships, adults with preoccupied attachment patterns may be-
come involved in problematic relationships that they value 
highly despite the danger involved.  These adults also may 
have a history of engaging in self-defeating behaviors in or-
der to maintain a relationship.  For these adults, the loss of a 
relationship may be devastating and lead to self-destructive 
behaviors such as substance use, self-mutilation, and sui-
cide-related behaviors.  The preoccupied adult is also cha-
racterized as having a persistent sense of interpersonal an-
xiety that is the result of a frustrated psychological need or 
perceived loss of a significant relationship (Maris, Berman, 
& Silverman, 2000; Shneidman, 1996).  The adult with a 
preoccupied attachment style may engage in suicide-related 
behavior to attain the goal of saving a relationship.  
Interpersonal relationships are very important in a preoc-
cupied person’s life, and these relationships influence his or 
her communication style.  An individual with a preoccupied 
attachment style may voice an explicit suicide-related com-
munication such as, “If [my partner] leaves me, I will kill 
myself,” or an indirect message, “If they are gone, I just 
don’t know what I’ll do.”   This client may come to therapy 
accompanied by the partner because of these explicit mes-
sages.  The adult with a preoccupied attachment to others 
may have fears of isolation, abandonment, or rejection 
which are triggered by the prospect of being left without a 
partner.  
 
Fearful attachments. Adults who hold a negative 
view of self and of others are seen as having a fearful at-
tachment style (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991).  Adults 
who are fearful are characterized by having a desire for con-
tact and intimacy but a lack of trust towards others.  These 
individuals have a need for approval but also typically have 
low self-esteem preventing them from believing they are 
worthy to have quality relationships with others.  These 
adults may have multiple superficial relationships but may 
only have a few, if any, meaningful relationships.  Interper-
sonal anxiety coupled with lack of trust of others and low 
self-esteem may lead a fearful adult to engage in a series of 
brief relationships or primarily sexual relationships with low 
intimacy.   
Adults with a fearful attachment style also may engage in 
risky behaviors such as substance use, promiscuous sex, and 
involvement in physically abusive relationships.   Similar to 
adults with preoccupied attachment styles, persons with a 
fearful attachment style have a negative view of self which 
can contribute to a sense of hopelessness.  For these adults, 
isolation and a negative view of self contribute to having 
frustrated psychological needs.  The fearful adult may also 
perceive an attachment figure as unreliable and unresponsive 
to his or her needs and may therefore have the need to con-
nect with someone or feel safe and secure in a relationship 
not met.  Being socially avoidant and frightened of engaging 
in any type of relationship can result in marked alienation 
from others which is in turn interpreted by others as isola-
tion.  These adults are at a high level of risk for suicide-
related behavior with intent to die because they may have 
limited perception of any other way to solve a problem.  
This type of constriction of thinking, or tunnel vision, is also 
known as dichotomous thinking (i.e., it is either one way or 
another, life or death).  
If the adult with a fearful attachment style finds someone 
to whom she or he can confide, her or his suicide-related 
communication may be explicit.  Even if the communication 
is expressed, it may be a challenge to assist this person be-
cause of their negative view of self and others; however, ex-
pression of suicide-related communication can be seen as a 
call for help that ultimately is a first step to receiving assis-
tance.  A negative view of self and others can lead to state-
ments such as, “No one can help me,” or “People are unreli-
able.”  These statements are indirect and may not be directed 
to any specific person.  If the communication is unattended, 
this adult may not receive any help leading to a higher risk 
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for a suicide-related behavior. For these reasons, it is impor-
tant to pay attention to the nonverbal expressions (e.g., avoi-
dant eye contact, resistance, or cancelled or no shows to ap-
pointments) as well as verbal ones.  These may be just as 
important as any verbal expression.  
Implications for Counseling Practice 
In this paper, we have proposed attachment theory to be of 
particular use in conceptualizing and treating clients who are 
suicidal.  In the following section, a set of practices is out-
lined for using this model in treatment.  Understanding a 
client’s attachment style and current relationships may aid in 
a breakthrough for the therapeutic relationship, can help pre-
dict the types of problems that could occur during treatment, 
and can be critical to developing goals for the duration of 
treatment.   
Using Attachment to Assess Risk of Suicidal 
Communication and Behaviors 
If a counselor knows the basic tenets of attachment theory, 
the attachment behaviors of a client become more recogniz-
able and can be successfully addressed in treatment.  A first 
step is to assess a client’s attachment history.  To examine a 
client’s attachment history, attention should be paid to the 
client’s relationships including past and present relationships 
as well as their perception of their relationships.  Interviews 
can provide a clinician with this information, but also it may 
be helpful to utilize an attachment measure to ascertain more 
information regarding an attachment figure or social support.  
Assessing the role of an attachment figure may include de-
termining who the client sees as an attachment figure, under-
standing the level of connection to a significant other, or re-
flecting on how the client views self in relation to others 
(Pistole, 1989).  There are multiple self-report measures that 
can be used with a client;  a counselor should familiarize 
herself or himself with them and choose the assessment tool 
that they believe will best serve their client.  
The model presented in this manuscript addresses specif-
ic thoughts and reactions to crisis experiences that the coun-
selor can remember to gain an understanding of a client in 
crisis and serve as the individuals’ warning signs for im-
pending crisis responses and risk for suicide.  By utilizing an 
attachment model for suicidal risk, counselors will be able to 
identify attachment-related patterns in their clients that may 
contribute to their suicide-related communications and be-
haviors.  Counselors can use the attachment model to avert 
future crises.  
Understanding a client’s attachment style also can pro-
vide insight into interpersonal complications that could be 
psycheache.  Pain that is identified and explored in counsel-
ing can assist in alleviating suicide-related communication 
and preventing suicide-related behavior.  Clients who are 
experiencing psycheache need a counselor who is willing 
and able to be with them and address their psycheache and 
unmet psychological needs.  For example, a perceived or ac-
tual lack of a significant relationship in a person’s life can 
contribute to psycheache oftentimes in ways that clients who 
are fearful or dismissive in relationships do not fully under-
stand. 
While many formal assessments that focus on attachment 
styles (e.g. Adult Attachment Interview [AAI] George, Kap-
lan, & Main, 1985; Relationship Styles Questionnaire [RSQ] 
Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994; Experiences in Close Rela-
tionships [ECR], Fraley, Waller, Brennan, 2000) are appro-
priate for use during treatment, these assessments would be 
difficult to administer during a time of crisis when attach-
ment behaviors are most evident.  As many clients who are 
reacting to a crisis lose the ability to communicate clearly, 
observation of the client alone or their interactions with an 
attachment figure as well as gaining collateral information 
from significant others during this time becomes critical 
(Slade, 2004).  Asking questions about the client’s percep-
tion of the important relationships in their life can be helpful.  
However, observing a client with a significant other, such as 
a partner or parent, can provide insight into attachment pat-
terns and also provide telling details into the potential com-
plications that could arise during the course of treatment.  
For example, noticing how a client interacts with his or her 
partner can provide the counselor with information such as 
the extent to which the partner can be involved as an ally in 
treatment.  
Using Attachment in Treatment of Suicidal  
Clients 
By understanding the connection between adult attach-
ment styles and suicidal risk, counselors may be able to pro-
vide a sense of security within the therapeutic relationship 
and/or use support from other attachment figures to prevent 
the occurrence of suicide-related behaviors.  Current ap-
proaches to assessing suicidal risk (e.g., IS PATH WARM, 
American Association of Suicidology, AAS, 2011; or SAD 
PERSONS, Junhke, G.E., 1994) often do not include a rela-
tional component.  Although these established approaches 
consider the importance of interpersonal relationships, view-
ing interactions from an attachment perspective can deepen 
counselors’ understanding of the individual as well as the in-
tegration of family and support systems into treatment. 
 
Attachment and the therapeutic alliance. During  
times of crisis, a counselor can serve as an attachment fig-
ure.  When clients are in crisis, counselors can provide an 
environment where the client feels comfortable accessing at-
tachment patterns and relationships.  Bowlby (1988) consi-
dered the role of counseling when he stated, “it is only 
through establishing a secure base with the therapist that it is 
possible to investigate and re-experience various aspects of 
one’s life, some of which would be too painful to think 
about without a reliable and ‘trusted companion’” (p. 138).  
For example, a person who has been injured will first seek 
out security in the form of his or her attachment figure.  In 
cases where the attachment figure is absent or unavailable, 
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the client will experience additional anxiety and fear until he 
or she regains contact with the attachment figure whether it 
is with actual physical contact or telephone contact.  
There is a question as to what occurs when individuals 
attempt to seek out the proximity of an attachment figure 
and fail.  As counselors, it is critically important to address 
this lack of contact by providing the client with a sense of 
safety and security in order to lessen their anxiety.  If an at-
tachment bond is meant to provide soothing, security, and 
safety, then a counselor’s consistency, reliability in being 
present, being emotionally available, and focusing on the 
client’s needs can fulfill those provisions (Pistole, 1989).  In 
addition to providing a sense of safety and security, the 
counselor must also assess the level of response that he or 
she feels comfortable giving to the client so as to encourage 
autonomy and not dependence.   
 
Treatment goals by attachment type. Pistole 
(1989) recommends clients’ attachment patterns should be 
considered during therapy in order to address specific at-
tachment expectations and needs.  Clients who are securely 
attached will have meaningful relationships that can be a 
support system during a suicide crisis.  In this case, a coun-
selor serves as an outside source of support and can work 
alongside the client’s support system to help them cope with 
the pain.  This is not to say that securely attached individuals 
will never become suicidal, but if they do, their established 
network can often be used in connection to therapy to ease 
psycheache and instill hope.  An example of a securely at-
tached client may be the young wife who is happily married 
but after the death of her child begins experiencing suicidal 
ideation.  The security in the relationship between the client 
and her husband along with support from the counselor can 
serve as a critical component for the client to process her 
traumatic grief and provide proximity to support her during a 
suicide crisis.  
Counselors that are working with a client with a dismiss-
ing attachment style may be challenged with understanding 
what the client views as a support system.  For example, a 
client who has perpetually been single or engaged in short-
term relationships throughout her or his young adult life may 
need to connect with her or his counselor in order to expe-
rience a secure and collaborative relationship.  Though the 
client  may report that her or his current support system is 
active and present, the client may actually only maintain su-
perficial relationships through internet connections.  The 
counselor may serve as the support system and attachment 
figure during the course of treatment with the goal of creat-
ing a more constructive system of support for future crises.  
In serving as a support system, it would befall the counselor 
to help instill hope with the client and to be aware of her or 
his  position as a secure base.  Clients with a dismissing at-
tachment style hold a negative view of others so their unmet 
needs could be related to isolation and distrust.  Counselors 
who understand the knowledge of potential resistance or 
hostility can use it in treatment as a way to help foster trust 
in the therapeutic relationship with a client with a dismissing 
attachment style.  
A client with a preoccupied attachment style places high 
regard on relationships, so a counselor may be challenged 
with fostering a sense of self and autonomy and not promot-
ing dependence.  A client with a preoccupied attachment 
style may also feel pain associated with the potential loss of 
a significant other.  For example, the client who is facing the 
end of a long-term relationship may feel pain associated with 
the loss of self and identity.  The client may engage in self-
destruction (e.g., substance use or self-mutilation) to punish 
himself or herself for his or her role in the end of the rela-
tionship, to punish the partner, or to simply end the pain of 
rejection and disappointment.  The counselor and the client 
may need to focus attention on the client’s sense of self and 
how this perception affects not only self-image but also the 
perception of self within a relationship (i.e., worthiness of 
having a relationship or types of individuals he or she is 
choosing as a partner or friend).  
Counselors working with clients with a fearful attach-
ment style will be challenged with the client’s reluctance to 
ask for and accept help;  it will be important for the counse-
lor to establish trust and assist in creating a functional sup-
port system.  A client with a negative sense of others may 
not communicate their problems with a counselor which, of-
ten seen as resistance, may mean that there is a serious risk 
for suicide.  In this case, the counselor must make a decision 
about how to involve significant others to ensure the well 
being of the client.  Counselors must also have a working 
knowledge of agency protocols, codes of ethics, and state 
laws to aid them in making what may be a difficult decision 
to make sure the suicidal client receives help.  Because this 
client may engage in treatment only after it is mandated or 
“forced,” understanding the nature of the client’s relation-
ships with anyone who can be of help to her or him is impor-
tant.  The client’s acquaintances may see the client as a per-
son who is functioning well because her or his goal has been 
to survive without the proximity of secure attachments.  In 
contrast to how the client is viewed by her or his peers, the 
client may be more at risk of substance abuse to aid in “sur-
vival.”   Ultimately, establishing a therapeutic alliance, how-
ever tentative, between a counselor and a client who is fear-
ful will be crucial in working through a suicide crisis.  
Conclusions and Future Directions 
Prior research has reported a strong relationship between 
suicide and attachment styles (Adam, Sheldon-Keller, & 
West, 1996; Allen, Huntoon, Fultz, Stein, Fonagy, & Evans, 
2001; Diamond, Clarkin, Levine, Levy, Foelsch, & Yeo-
mans, 1999; Gormley, 2004; Lessard & Moretti, 1998; 
Wright, Briggs, & Behringer, 2005).  These existing studies, 
however, have focused primarily on adolescent, female, and 
clinical populations.  Prior research also has been conducted 
using psychological autopsies which limits its applicability 
to suicide prevention efforts (Schneidman, 1996).  Future re-
search is needed that focuses on understanding the connec-
tion between attachment and suicide in non-clinical popula-
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for a suicide-related behavior. For these reasons, it is impor-
tant to pay attention to the nonverbal expressions (e.g., avoi-
dant eye contact, resistance, or cancelled or no shows to ap-
pointments) as well as verbal ones.  These may be just as 
important as any verbal expression.  
Implications for Counseling Practice 
In this paper, we have proposed attachment theory to be of 
particular use in conceptualizing and treating clients who are 
suicidal.  In the following section, a set of practices is out-
lined for using this model in treatment.  Understanding a 
client’s attachment style and current relationships may aid in 
a breakthrough for the therapeutic relationship, can help pre-
dict the types of problems that could occur during treatment, 
and can be critical to developing goals for the duration of 
treatment.   
Using Attachment to Assess Risk of Suicidal 
Communication and Behaviors 
If a counselor knows the basic tenets of attachment theory, 
the attachment behaviors of a client become more recogniz-
able and can be successfully addressed in treatment.  A first 
step is to assess a client’s attachment history.  To examine a 
client’s attachment history, attention should be paid to the 
client’s relationships including past and present relationships 
as well as their perception of their relationships.  Interviews 
can provide a clinician with this information, but also it may 
be helpful to utilize an attachment measure to ascertain more 
information regarding an attachment figure or social support.  
Assessing the role of an attachment figure may include de-
termining who the client sees as an attachment figure, under-
standing the level of connection to a significant other, or re-
flecting on how the client views self in relation to others 
(Pistole, 1989).  There are multiple self-report measures that 
can be used with a client;  a counselor should familiarize 
herself or himself with them and choose the assessment tool 
that they believe will best serve their client.  
The model presented in this manuscript addresses specif-
ic thoughts and reactions to crisis experiences that the coun-
selor can remember to gain an understanding of a client in 
crisis and serve as the individuals’ warning signs for im-
pending crisis responses and risk for suicide.  By utilizing an 
attachment model for suicidal risk, counselors will be able to 
identify attachment-related patterns in their clients that may 
contribute to their suicide-related communications and be-
haviors.  Counselors can use the attachment model to avert 
future crises.  
Understanding a client’s attachment style also can pro-
vide insight into interpersonal complications that could be 
psycheache.  Pain that is identified and explored in counsel-
ing can assist in alleviating suicide-related communication 
and preventing suicide-related behavior.  Clients who are 
experiencing psycheache need a counselor who is willing 
and able to be with them and address their psycheache and 
unmet psychological needs.  For example, a perceived or ac-
tual lack of a significant relationship in a person’s life can 
contribute to psycheache oftentimes in ways that clients who 
are fearful or dismissive in relationships do not fully under-
stand. 
While many formal assessments that focus on attachment 
styles (e.g. Adult Attachment Interview [AAI] George, Kap-
lan, & Main, 1985; Relationship Styles Questionnaire [RSQ] 
Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994; Experiences in Close Rela-
tionships [ECR], Fraley, Waller, Brennan, 2000) are appro-
priate for use during treatment, these assessments would be 
difficult to administer during a time of crisis when attach-
ment behaviors are most evident.  As many clients who are 
reacting to a crisis lose the ability to communicate clearly, 
observation of the client alone or their interactions with an 
attachment figure as well as gaining collateral information 
from significant others during this time becomes critical 
(Slade, 2004).  Asking questions about the client’s percep-
tion of the important relationships in their life can be helpful.  
However, observing a client with a significant other, such as 
a partner or parent, can provide insight into attachment pat-
terns and also provide telling details into the potential com-
plications that could arise during the course of treatment.  
For example, noticing how a client interacts with his or her 
partner can provide the counselor with information such as 
the extent to which the partner can be involved as an ally in 
treatment.  
Using Attachment in Treatment of Suicidal  
Clients 
By understanding the connection between adult attach-
ment styles and suicidal risk, counselors may be able to pro-
vide a sense of security within the therapeutic relationship 
and/or use support from other attachment figures to prevent 
the occurrence of suicide-related behaviors.  Current ap-
proaches to assessing suicidal risk (e.g., IS PATH WARM, 
American Association of Suicidology, AAS, 2011; or SAD 
PERSONS, Junhke, G.E., 1994) often do not include a rela-
tional component.  Although these established approaches 
consider the importance of interpersonal relationships, view-
ing interactions from an attachment perspective can deepen 
counselors’ understanding of the individual as well as the in-
tegration of family and support systems into treatment. 
 
Attachment and the therapeutic alliance. During  
times of crisis, a counselor can serve as an attachment fig-
ure.  When clients are in crisis, counselors can provide an 
environment where the client feels comfortable accessing at-
tachment patterns and relationships.  Bowlby (1988) consi-
dered the role of counseling when he stated, “it is only 
through establishing a secure base with the therapist that it is 
possible to investigate and re-experience various aspects of 
one’s life, some of which would be too painful to think 
about without a reliable and ‘trusted companion’” (p. 138).  
For example, a person who has been injured will first seek 
out security in the form of his or her attachment figure.  In 
cases where the attachment figure is absent or unavailable, 
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the client will experience additional anxiety and fear until he 
or she regains contact with the attachment figure whether it 
is with actual physical contact or telephone contact.  
There is a question as to what occurs when individuals 
attempt to seek out the proximity of an attachment figure 
and fail.  As counselors, it is critically important to address 
this lack of contact by providing the client with a sense of 
safety and security in order to lessen their anxiety.  If an at-
tachment bond is meant to provide soothing, security, and 
safety, then a counselor’s consistency, reliability in being 
present, being emotionally available, and focusing on the 
client’s needs can fulfill those provisions (Pistole, 1989).  In 
addition to providing a sense of safety and security, the 
counselor must also assess the level of response that he or 
she feels comfortable giving to the client so as to encourage 
autonomy and not dependence.   
 
Treatment goals by attachment type. Pistole 
(1989) recommends clients’ attachment patterns should be 
considered during therapy in order to address specific at-
tachment expectations and needs.  Clients who are securely 
attached will have meaningful relationships that can be a 
support system during a suicide crisis.  In this case, a coun-
selor serves as an outside source of support and can work 
alongside the client’s support system to help them cope with 
the pain.  This is not to say that securely attached individuals 
will never become suicidal, but if they do, their established 
network can often be used in connection to therapy to ease 
psycheache and instill hope.  An example of a securely at-
tached client may be the young wife who is happily married 
but after the death of her child begins experiencing suicidal 
ideation.  The security in the relationship between the client 
and her husband along with support from the counselor can 
serve as a critical component for the client to process her 
traumatic grief and provide proximity to support her during a 
suicide crisis.  
Counselors that are working with a client with a dismiss-
ing attachment style may be challenged with understanding 
what the client views as a support system.  For example, a 
client who has perpetually been single or engaged in short-
term relationships throughout her or his young adult life may 
need to connect with her or his counselor in order to expe-
rience a secure and collaborative relationship.  Though the 
client  may report that her or his current support system is 
active and present, the client may actually only maintain su-
perficial relationships through internet connections.  The 
counselor may serve as the support system and attachment 
figure during the course of treatment with the goal of creat-
ing a more constructive system of support for future crises.  
In serving as a support system, it would befall the counselor 
to help instill hope with the client and to be aware of her or 
his  position as a secure base.  Clients with a dismissing at-
tachment style hold a negative view of others so their unmet 
needs could be related to isolation and distrust.  Counselors 
who understand the knowledge of potential resistance or 
hostility can use it in treatment as a way to help foster trust 
in the therapeutic relationship with a client with a dismissing 
attachment style.  
A client with a preoccupied attachment style places high 
regard on relationships, so a counselor may be challenged 
with fostering a sense of self and autonomy and not promot-
ing dependence.  A client with a preoccupied attachment 
style may also feel pain associated with the potential loss of 
a significant other.  For example, the client who is facing the 
end of a long-term relationship may feel pain associated with 
the loss of self and identity.  The client may engage in self-
destruction (e.g., substance use or self-mutilation) to punish 
himself or herself for his or her role in the end of the rela-
tionship, to punish the partner, or to simply end the pain of 
rejection and disappointment.  The counselor and the client 
may need to focus attention on the client’s sense of self and 
how this perception affects not only self-image but also the 
perception of self within a relationship (i.e., worthiness of 
having a relationship or types of individuals he or she is 
choosing as a partner or friend).  
Counselors working with clients with a fearful attach-
ment style will be challenged with the client’s reluctance to 
ask for and accept help;  it will be important for the counse-
lor to establish trust and assist in creating a functional sup-
port system.  A client with a negative sense of others may 
not communicate their problems with a counselor which, of-
ten seen as resistance, may mean that there is a serious risk 
for suicide.  In this case, the counselor must make a decision 
about how to involve significant others to ensure the well 
being of the client.  Counselors must also have a working 
knowledge of agency protocols, codes of ethics, and state 
laws to aid them in making what may be a difficult decision 
to make sure the suicidal client receives help.  Because this 
client may engage in treatment only after it is mandated or 
“forced,” understanding the nature of the client’s relation-
ships with anyone who can be of help to her or him is impor-
tant.  The client’s acquaintances may see the client as a per-
son who is functioning well because her or his goal has been 
to survive without the proximity of secure attachments.  In 
contrast to how the client is viewed by her or his peers, the 
client may be more at risk of substance abuse to aid in “sur-
vival.”   Ultimately, establishing a therapeutic alliance, how-
ever tentative, between a counselor and a client who is fear-
ful will be crucial in working through a suicide crisis.  
Conclusions and Future Directions 
Prior research has reported a strong relationship between 
suicide and attachment styles (Adam, Sheldon-Keller, & 
West, 1996; Allen, Huntoon, Fultz, Stein, Fonagy, & Evans, 
2001; Diamond, Clarkin, Levine, Levy, Foelsch, & Yeo-
mans, 1999; Gormley, 2004; Lessard & Moretti, 1998; 
Wright, Briggs, & Behringer, 2005).  These existing studies, 
however, have focused primarily on adolescent, female, and 
clinical populations.  Prior research also has been conducted 
using psychological autopsies which limits its applicability 
to suicide prevention efforts (Schneidman, 1996).  Future re-
search is needed that focuses on understanding the connec-
tion between attachment and suicide in non-clinical popula-
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tions.  Furthermore, most research on suicidal risk has ad-
dressed suicidal behavior only (Adam et al., 1996; Wright et 
al., 2005).  The consideration of suicide-related communica-
tion patterns will help inform prevention efforts especially 
since communication may be among the first warning signs.  
However, the authors of this manuscript caution that the 
guidelines presented herein are theoretical and in need of 
further study.  Furthermore, we acknowledge that attachment 
styles may not be static and that clients do experience 
changes in the way they view themselves and the world.  
This model was developed as a set of clinical guidelines, not 
as a diagnostic tool.  
Attachment theory helps to explain individuals’ view of 
self and others and their reactions to perceptions of loss and 
separation within relationship throughout their life (Bowlby, 
1969/1982, 1988; Fraley & Shaver, 1998).  Considered to-
gether, Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) styles of at-
tachment and Shneidman’s (1996) psychological suicide risk 
factors provide an assessment model for counselors to un-
derstand clients who are at high risk for suicide based on 
suicide-related communications and behaviors.  Having a 
working knowledge of attachment and suicide may aid 
counselors working with clients, but also in identifying risk 
before any suicide-related behaviors occur.  If mental health 
counselors can apply attachment to suicide risk using this 
framework to assess and treat their clients, perhaps more 
suicides can be averted and more lives saved. 
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tions.  Furthermore, most research on suicidal risk has ad-
dressed suicidal behavior only (Adam et al., 1996; Wright et 
al., 2005).  The consideration of suicide-related communica-
tion patterns will help inform prevention efforts especially 
since communication may be among the first warning signs.  
However, the authors of this manuscript caution that the 
guidelines presented herein are theoretical and in need of 
further study.  Furthermore, we acknowledge that attachment 
styles may not be static and that clients do experience 
changes in the way they view themselves and the world.  
This model was developed as a set of clinical guidelines, not 
as a diagnostic tool.  
Attachment theory helps to explain individuals’ view of 
self and others and their reactions to perceptions of loss and 
separation within relationship throughout their life (Bowlby, 
1969/1982, 1988; Fraley & Shaver, 1998).  Considered to-
gether, Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) styles of at-
tachment and Shneidman’s (1996) psychological suicide risk 
factors provide an assessment model for counselors to un-
derstand clients who are at high risk for suicide based on 
suicide-related communications and behaviors.  Having a 
working knowledge of attachment and suicide may aid 
counselors working with clients, but also in identifying risk 
before any suicide-related behaviors occur.  If mental health 
counselors can apply attachment to suicide risk using this 
framework to assess and treat their clients, perhaps more 
suicides can be averted and more lives saved. 
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